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Foreword 


Where did we come from? Why are we who we are? What 
powers brought us into the light, pale and frail, 


naked to the gaze of the sun? What gods and monsters 
have our ancestors, our kings, our princes triumphed 


over? Which ones have thrown the unworthy low? 
Which ones ended in a flare of passion and need? 


Minotaurs and valkyries. Merfolk and the wizards of fairy 
tales. All of these stories reflect the things we 


treasure, the quiet fears we as a group cannot face, each 
made more rich, more lush by the specific traditions 


and ecology of the society that spawned them. 


Myths is a collection of tales intended to include, to excite, 
to entertain. They draw from the classics, from 


the Orient, from the American Southwest. Modern and 
ancient, they prove that these types of tales echo a 


longing within us for answers, for reasons. 
For connection. 

Rob Knight 

October 2004 
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A Word from the Unremembered 
By Nic O'Meara 


May | introduce myself... actually, | hardly think that's 
necessary. You know me, all of you. You've had me. 


Yes, you've had me, and if you'd be true to yourself, just this 
one time, you'd remember it, too. | remember 


it -- you, all of you, pinned in your bed, in your beds, 
drenched in sweat, mouth open in a soundless moan. 


See? Now you remember. You've had me. 


You may even have had me several times, something one as 
ugly as myself ought to take pride in. Then 


again, it doesn't really matter, now does it? It's not you 
coming back for me really. It's me coming back for 


you. Bedroom doors won't keep me away, nor will 
nightlights. Or husbands sleeping scarcely a foot away. 


| will return at my leisure, to be had. 
lam a nightmare. 


No, no - | know what you're thinking now. Stop thinking. | 
said, stop thinking. 


That's better. 


| said | am a nightmare. Not a bad dream. Not the kind of 
wild-goose chase that has you sitting up in bed 


in the morning looking for the body of the pilot who's just 
crashed in your back garden. I'll leave these to 


you, these pedestrian little figments of your own 
imaginations. Make your own bad dreams, you won't need 


me to do that. 
You've never dreamed of me anyway. 


You may have convinced yourselves that you have. But you 
haven't. 


Because yes, | was real. 


Sitting on your chest, thighs clasping your head. You felt me. 
| feel warm. Dry. Silky and bristly at the same 


time. That was why you gave me my name - the touch of 
my skin reminded you of a horse's shiny coat. Or 


maybe it was my mane. And the eyes, all black and no 
white, like an animal's. When you look into my eyes, 


all you see is yourself. And maybe a bit of reflected 
moonlight, if the night is being kind. 


I'm not a pretty sight. But then, I'm not here to seduce you. 
You're the ones who have me, me, the ugly old 


animal with the droopy breasts and the big feet, and it's 
only just that | should reciprocate in kind, no? That 


| should have you. 


And | have had you, all kinds of you. You know, | can't even 
say which of you are my favorites? There is so 


much to be had there. So much. 


| like the gorgeous ones, of course | do. Who doesn't? 
Sometimes | spare a thought for mortal man when 


I'm astride some lush African beauty, letting my gaze travel 
over all that powdery blackness, all that dusted 


skin in soft curves, all motionless with terror and the 
sweeter for it. They never move much, the beautiful 


ones. They let me do all the moving and I do it gladly as | 
slide myself closer to their lush half-open mouths 


and paint their lips with my juices. They suckle like babies, 
mindless, or maybe they try to scream. It all feels the same 
to me. Sweet. 


Sometimes | let them scream. Yes, | am cruel. Deliciously 
cruel. | scratch their eyelids just as they're 


beginning to stir and they start awake and all they see is my 
face an inch from theirs, all eyes and hair, and 


all they feel is my body stretched out atop theirs, weighing 
them down so that they cannot move a limb. 
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And my hand over their mouths, naturally. The whimpers 
aren't usually enough to rouse the man in the 


same bed. But they are enough to arouse me. 


Beautiful defenseless creatures. 


| like them young. Not children. Young women, girls almost, 
with their nipples just budding and the angles 


and lines of youth just beginning to soften into womanhood. 
So innocent. So petal-soft everywhere. 


| can sit for hours at the foot of their beds, gently reaching 
one hand under their night-gowns and playing 


with their slick little cunts. Watch the shudders of 
unconscious joy ripple through them, watch them writhe, 


helpless and aroused, delicious. Such sweet little slippery 
things. Some days all | do is look my fill, devouring the 
pretty little flowers with my eyes and fingers. 


And some days | come armed. 


And then | wait for that first twitch, that first inkling of 
awareness. That's when I strike, always. It is the 


touch of me, of my skin, the weight of my warm body 
against theirs, that makes them freeze. They want to 


move, but they can't. Delicious captivity, to be wide awake 
and trapped under a creature that asks they 


know not what. And inevitably gets it. That is what | have 
my weapon for. 


Mind, | don't use it on everybody. No, they've got to have 
caught my fancy. Invited me in. A lush curve of 


buttock peeking between crumpled sheets. Or when they 
turn in their sleep and spread their legs for me, 


unknowing of what is to come. They're the sweetest ones -- 
sprawled on their back with their legs spread, so 


Sleep-softly inviting. 
They get the sword. 


Well, no. It's not really a sword, although it's hilted like one. 
It is the one thing my body lacks, so | wield it in my hand 
instead of my groin. It's always hard, beautifully weighted 
and a joy to see disappearing between 


Slick folds of tender skin. | hold it in my hand -- I'm always 
close enough to watch it going in, watch the 


reluctant sweet girl opening up to me, giving me her juices, 
while my other hand is taking care of my own 


needs. She is wide awake, paralyzed, staring down at me 
between her thighs, filled, throbbing, overwhelmed 


with fear and lust. A heady potion to me and | drink my fill in 
deep powerful thrusting draughts. Lap up 


the last drops from their sweet source, listen to the breathy 
moans, barely any voice in them, and | feel her 


beginning to twitch and writhe. My hold on her is loosening, 
she will be fully awake soon, her skin coated 


in the memory of dry oppressive warmth, her sex swollen 
and needy, her mouth dry as if she'd been 


moaning all night. 


That is when she will shake her head, violently, tremblingly, 
and reach for the light switch or the ember or 


the candle, and stare straight ahead for a few heartbeats 
and then shake her head again. That is when she will 


convince herself, once more, that it was just a bad dream. 
They always do. That is why it feels like the first 


time to them every time | come back. It feels like the first 
time when I'm there sitting on their chests or on 


their thighs, taking possession of their sweet sweaty skin. 
And it feels like it wasn't real when they've 


convinced themselves they're awake. 


They were awake. When they are with me, they are awake. 
They are having me. And | am having them. It's 


only fair. 

| am your nightmare. And you are my girls. 
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Fall 

By Alex Draven 

“Fuck off!" 

The second centaur didn't budge. 


For fuck's sake. It was too hot to move, the air heavy and 
about set to start pissing down with rain, and he'd 


left his cigarettes inside. Nigh on twenty minutes since the 
knock had rung through the warehouse and he 


still wasn't quite self-destructive enough to turn his back on 
a strange stallion standing in his own front 


drive. 
"| said, fuck off. I'm not interested." 


The little bastard just stood there, arms crossed and one 
hind leg cocked, the very picture of relaxed 


patience. 


It was winding him up. Another few minutes of silence and 
nothing had changed except his mood. 


"Oh for fuck's sake. Stand there as long as you like. I've got 
things to do." Pet backed up a couple of paces, shaking his 
head and whisking his tail, and then snagged the door, 
pulling it closed behind him. 


Fuck. 
He let out a kick that left the walls of the warehouse ringing. 
Roll on thunder. 


Roll on thunder and air conditioning and Cashman's Royals 
and a bottle or six of beer. 


Roll on forgetting and not having ghosts from your fucking 
past turn up in the front yard and look at you, 


like you owed it to them to live up to whatever fucked-up 
expectations they had. 


The movements between the kitchen benches and the 
fridge -- lighting up, grabbing a beer, kicking the 


dented door shut again -- were an easy ritual. Familiar. The 
beer and the smoke felt good, too. Pet raised an 


eyebrow and a mock-toast to the ceiling when a crash of 
thunder rattled the walls again and the heavy 


drumming of rain started up. 
Three out of four. Not bad. 


KKK 


It hadn't been this bad in months. The beer wasn't stopping 
that prickly feeling at the base of his skull that 


itched from being away from a herd. 


A neck full of whisky didn't do anything either. His scars 
ached, his back pulled, and the skin on his 


haunches -- just out of reach, thank you fucking gods - kept 
ticcing. 


Twenty five minutes in he abandoned the attempt to 
program despite it all. He hit the magic pizza button 


twice and went to fetch another brace of beers. He was 
pissing himself off at this point. Fifteen minutes 


more of waiting didn't make that any sweeter. 
The warehouse buzzer went. 


His ears flicked and he caught the putputput of a moped 
before he reached the door. 
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He nodded to himself. 


"Fucking predictable, colts," he growled to no one in 
particular before he opened it. 


And there he was. The rain had darkened his haunches 
almost black and that slick leather jacket was doing 


nothing to help his white T stay opaque. Skinny little 
drowned rat. 


Give the lad credit -- he didn't say anything, just hefted the 
pizza boxes. 


There was a long moment of silence. 
"Fuck it -- come in." 


This time he did turn his back -- let a good clear view of his 
ass show the kid what a big scary threat Pet 


rated him. 


He heard the door slide closed, and hoof-falls on rubber 
following him. 


Straight into the kitchen. 
Fucking predictable. 
"Stick them on the counter. And don't touch the beers, colt." 


The kid did as he was told and kept his rubbernecking to a 
discreet minimum to boot. Pet shoved one box 


back toward him. 


"And for fuck's sake eat something and stop shivering." 


The kid nodded and opened the box. The scent hit Pet -- 
vegetarian, the works, extra cheese, hold the 


fucking olives. The kid sniffed suspiciously. Pet ignored him 
in favor of his own pizza and yet another fine 


beer. 

Three slices in the colt had to go and interrupt him. 
"m Matthias." 

"You what?" Pet demanded. 

"My name -- I'm Matthias." 


"Well hoo-fucking-ray for that." Pet's tail was swinging and 
his ears were back and if the colt couldn't figure out that 
that meant 'shut the fuck up’, well -- who the fuck had 
raised him anyway? 


Another slice and a half. Another beer. 


“Thank you," Matthias interrupted -- again. "For the pizza 
and everything." 


Pet stamped the hind leg he had been resting. "You were 
pissing me off, skulking out there." 


"| didn't know where else to go." 


Just like that. Like he was meant to give a shit. What was 
he? Centaurs Anonymous? "Kid - does it look like 


| give a fuck?" 


The kid wisely decided to shut up and finish his second slice. 
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One thing was still bugging Pet. "How the fuck did you find 
me anyway?" 


"How many centaurs are there in Dimmity? 


He emptied the bottle and tapped out a cigarette while he 
considered that. "Fuck that - why Dimmity? 


Why me?" 


The colt kept his eyes looking down and away, but his voice 
was even. Points for balls, at least. "I told you, | Saw you go. 
Want to be like you more than | want to be like Taymore." 


"You'd rather be a wreck than a megalomaniac murdering 
fuckhead -- good for you, colt, good for you!" 


More like him. There's a fucking laugh. Yeah, the beer and 
whisky were certainly doing something. So 


fucking what if the laughter had enough acid in it to etch 
glass. 


Matthias looked down, side-stepping nervously, angling his 
hindquarters away. 


"Or that not quite what you had in mind? Yeah well, me 
fucking either. Get over it." 


The colt snorted at him. Snorted. Like it was a fucking bad 
joke. 


Pet was over there in seconds. He had the kid's arm ina 
painful lock before Matthias could react. Leaning 


his full weight up alongside Matthias’ body was probably 
digging the fucking counter top into the colt's 


shoulder nicely, too. 


“You wanted to say something?" Patented Threatening 
Politeness Voice Number 3 -- nice. 


And his own brain sneering at him -- even better. 


The kid twisted his head to look him in the eye. All of six 
inches between them. Breathing in his fucking 


face. 
"You surely haven't." 


Pet's eyes widened and he jerked the kid's wrist a little 
higher. Fucked up little tyke thought he knew 


something. 


Only once he'd started talking, the kid didn't fucking stop. 
"Are you ever going to get over it, Patrocles?" 


"Pet." For some godsdammned reason that seemed 
important. "Patrocles is long gone. My name is Pet." 


He dropped the kid's arm, moved away. Took everything he 
had not to lose it, to keep his voice level. "Now 


get the fuck out of here." 


The colt rubbed his bruised wrist and gave Pet an obvious 
once over, all bullshit and bravado. "You think 


Dios would be proud of you now?" 
Pet blanked out. 


When he came back to himself he was panting hard, the 
kitchen was trashed. That fucking kid was still 


there, nursing his bleeding arm carefully and sporting some 
choice hoof-shaped cuts and bruises. 


Still fucking looking at him. 


Pet wiped an arm roughly over his face. Looked around to 
see if the fridge was still standing. It wasn't. 
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The silence was pissing him off again. Words shoving their 
way out of him. Sharp like barbed wire. 


"No. No he's not fucking proud. He's fucking dead. And I'm 
not. Although maybe if I'm really fucking 


good someone will finish what Taymore started, sort things 
out once and for all." 


Still with the silence and the looking and the pity crawling 
all over him like flies. 


“That what you want?" The colt's voice was that same low 
and steady -- just a question, like he was mildly curious 
about the answer, for fuck's sake. 


Pet snorted and kicked at his own belly, tail whisking again. 
This time it was him looking away. 


"You think | wanted this?" he said finally. Fuck all else to say, 
really. 


So he walked away. 


Scalding hot water on the outside. Burning whisky on the 
inside. 


Maybe he could wash it out. 


KKK 


One look in the bathroom when he woke up convinced Pet 
that that was something better dealt with after a 


couple of pints of coffee, so he staggered towards the 
kitchen instead. What greeted him made him stop and 


watch for a moment, half leaning against the corridor wall. 


After about five minutes, he had to ask. "What are you 
doing?" Fuck, even his own voice was too loud for his head. 


Matthias didn't turn around, or stop doing whatever it was 
he was doing on the work surface in front of 


him. The wreckage from last night had vanished -- the work 
surface had a few dents, but it was horizontal 


again and the fridge was rattling away. It looked as though 
he'd even got the microwave back up and 


running. 


"Cooking. There's coffee in the flask -- you broke the 
percolator -- and about two gallons of water in the 


fridge." 


No one should be that perky and helpful. No one. 
Specifically no one in his house at whatever time this was 


and no one who was wearing a bandage on his arm over 
some injury that he was probably responsible for. 


The word "coffee" had him moving forward without his 
conscious intervention though. 


He stopped again, pinching the bridge of his nose to try and 
get the thumping to at least back off a little. 


Something hit his chest and he grabbed for it on instinct. 
Painkillers. Veterinary strength, just like it was 


practically impossible to find in Dimmity. By the time he'd 
managed to get the lid off and shake three out 


into his hand, Matthias was standing in front of him holding 
a bottle of water. Pet took it and raised his 


head to down the pills. 


When he looked back down, Matthias hadn't taken his eyes 
off him. 


"What? | mean -- Thank you?" Gods, this colt had him saying 
"please" and "thank you" like some society filly -- just kept 
throwing him off somehow. 


Matthias just nodded slightly and turned back to his 
cooking. 
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"Why?" Pet managed after another, long, moment. His head 
was arguing, persuasively, against saying 


anything with more than one syllable. 


The microwave dinged, making Pet wince. He reached for 
the coffee flask -- no point messing around with 


mugs at this point. 


"| need a place to stay for a while. Thought | should make 
myself useful." Matthias' voice was so godsdamn reasonable 
he just found himself nodding like it all made sense. 


"Now hang on!" Pet started, before his head reminded him 
that yelling was maybe not the way to go. "What makes you 
think you can just show up here and mo...." 


Pet looked down as Matthias put a plate in front of him. 
Oatmeal. Oatmeal with its own moat of thick 


cream and dark molasses sugar melting over the top. 


Matthias continued to speak as though Pet had never 
interrupted in the first place. "I went into town 


earlier, got a few things. | borrowed some cash out of the jar 
in the other room. | hope you don't mind, but 


| didn't have that much left. | fixed the mailbox, too -- | 
might not have money, but | have got my tools." 


Pet just stared at him, gobsmacked. Matthias turned back to 
the work surface and carried on chopping. He 


didn't interrupt his monologue either, just flicked a look 
back over his shoulder every now and again. "I 


could take a look at the main doors if you like, too. Not that 
you're going to need a car, but a building like 


this -- rust will spread." 


Pet took a good mouthful of the oatmeal, washing it down 
with coffee. Couldn't think of a thing to say, 


really, in the face of this much self-possession. The damn 
kid looked like he was more at home than Pet was. 


"You must get a fair amount of human visitors, too, with 
Chairon Services. Need a place for them to park. 


You could set up some sofas and stuff in the corner of your 
main room, maybe turn it into a meetings area - 


- Carm always said | was good with organizing things and 
that space is just sitting empty right now." 


It ought to sound officious and -- dammit! -- the kid was 
muscling in on his place and his business, and... 


and the coffee was good and the oatmeal was better and his 
head might be splitting, but that ever-present 


itch was remarkably absent. 


"I've got a shifter in town deals with all that crap, colt. | just 
do the code." 


"Oh, okay. | can see where having an office in town would be 
convenient for your clients." 


“That and they don't have to know I'm a centaur. Sal can 
pretty much pass. Makes things easier." 


"Oh." Kid didn't know what to say to that, did he? 


Pet took another long draught of coffee. 
"Okay. Kid-" 
"Matthias." 


Pet took a breath and carried on. "Fine. Matthias. You can 
stay. Okay. Just for a few days, till you get 


yourself straight. Just don't get in my way." 
KKK 
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He'd been coding for a couple of hours or more, almost got 
this section to play the way he wanted it to. It 


had taken long enough for him to get into the groove, 
tuning out all the unfamiliar noises of having 


someone else fussing around his place, and now the kid was 
watching him. 


Made his shoulder blades itch and his tail twitch, being 
watched. 


"Fuck off, would you?" he growled, without looking away 
from the screen. 


"Sorry." Matthias stepped closer. "I didn't want to interrupt, 
just -- thought you could maybe use some more coffee." The 
tall flask was placed on the section of work surface Pet used 
as a desk. 


Pet sighed and looked ‘round. "Yeah, well, you did. Just keep 
the fuck out of here when I'm working," he growled. He took 
a couple of steps, coming around to look at the lad. "Thanks 
for the coffee though," he added absently. Politeness cost 
nothing, or some such bullshit. 


"You're welcome." 


Pet nodded and turned back to the screen, reaching for the 
coffee as he turned. Only somewhere in there he 


must have jostled Matthias, because the fans did nothing to 
hide the hiss. Fuck. Just what he needed to 


brighten his day, a shiny new guilt trip. 
"You ok?" 


"Yeah," came the reply in that tone of voice that meant 
punkass kid was trying to come over like a big 


strong dude. Matthias was still holding his bandaged arm 
once Pet executed a more careful turn. 


Pet folded his arms and stared Matthias down. Fuck, he'd 
probably baby-sat the colt not so long ago, and it 


looked like some things still followed old patterns. Matthias 
took a couple of steps closer and cautiously held 


out his arm. 


Pet's movements were calm and efficient, running over the 
arm and then untying the untidy bandage. The 


kid had sliced a nasty gash right across his bicep and the 
wound was red and angry looking. 


The kid had... Pet's ears flattened as he caught his own soft- 
soap. Yet another triumph for the great 


Patrocles. Beating up homeless teenagers. Way to go. 


"Did you put anything on this?" he asked, trying to keep his 
tone neutral. 


"Just salt water. I've had worse." 


Pet froze. He'd been going to go fetch his med kit, but 
instead came back to look Matthias in the eyes. 


"You've had worse?" 

With luck the kid wouldn't be able to figure his tone of voice. 
"Why do you think | left?" 

"You're not old enough." 

"You think maybe I should have stuck around for the Fall?" 


Pet closed his eyes on the images of the last Fall in 
Taymore's herd. 


Matthias didn't say anything. He was just there, his body 
inches away, his breathing even, his coat smelling 


oddly familiar in the heat. 
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"Right -- come on. I've got something that'll sort this out," 
Pet said in the end, moving purposefully 


towards the bathroom. Stick to the things that can be fixed. 


There were advantages in moving into an ex-abattoir. 
Rubber matted floors, movable walls and a bathroom 


big enough for several humans, or two centaurs, were 
amongst them. Someone else to clear away the broken 


glass was new. 


The bank of four showerheads ran across the short side and 
at the opposite end Pet had stacked a couple of 


crates of medical supplies and a battered trunk that held a 
nest of ratty towels. He rummaged around until 


he found the jar he was looking for. 


"That the same stuff you used on these?" Matthias could 
have been asking how he took his godsdamn coffee for all 
the emotion in his voice. Yet his fucking fingers were tracing 
over the scars on Pet's haunches, 


stepping slowly closer as he followed the broken lines of 
white hair. The touch made Pet's skin shiver. Fuck. 


Never thought he'd see the day. His near hind leg snapped 
up, kicking at his own belly and he sidestepped 


neatly away from the colt. 


Took him a moment to find his voice and the damned kid 
hadn't budged an inch except to take his good 


hand back. 


"Yes." Pet cleared his throat. "Yes, except a good clean cut 
like that will heal up just fine." 


"The wire?" 
"Yes, H 


The silence didn't seem to bother the kid one iota. Made his 
skin itch though. 


"Barbed wire and then the five days it took to get here and 
get cleaned up. You thought hitch-hiking while a horse was 
bad -- try it covered in blood some day." 


Matthias raised an eyebrow and a small smile. 
"Well -- don't. Not if you have any sense in you." 
"I'll keep that in mind." 

Fucking kid was laughing at him. Swear to Gods. 


Pet tossed Matthias the jar, shaking his head, and tried to 
go back to getting some work done. 


KKK 


Kid stayed good to his word at least and left Pet undisturbed 
to finish the section of code he was wrestling 


into submission. The itch of being away from the herd was 
quiet, but that was the only clue he had that the 


colt hadn't done the sensible thing and done a runner. 


By the time the mid-afternoon sun beating down on the 
metal roof had well and truly beaten the portable 


fans into uselessness, Pet had made enough progress to 
justify himself a shower and a beer. 


He half expected to find Matthias in the kitchen. The 
partitioned-off area showed every sign of having been 


cleaned and straightened, and there was one of those gallon 
bottles of water with the keg tap in the side 


wasting precious beer space in the fridge. No colt, though. 
Pet finished his first beer, dropped his cigarette 


butt into the dregs and lobbed the bottle towards the bin. 
He snagged his second and headed for the 


shower. 
Myths 
13 


Once again, no sign of Matthias except the marked absence 
of this morning's mess. No sign even of their 


earlier medical session. Pet dropped his grubby t-shirt on 
the floor and stepped into the shower rank. A 


practiced spin of the dials and blissfully cool water was 
washing the sweat off him, soothing some of the 


puffiness out of his tendons. He must have stood under the 
showers for at least fifteen minutes sipping at his 


beer in silence before he reached for the soap, lathering up 
and rinsing off as quickly as he could. Another 


long rinse and when the water started to run warm -- damn 
roof tanks -- he killed the showers and gave 


himself a shake, spraying water around the room. 


He was toweling off his hair as he took a walk around the 
rest of the warehouse. Matthias' sudden silence 


was Starting to bug him. Might as well admit he was looking 
for the colt -- just wanting to know what the 


fuck Matthias was up to. The kid had the smarts not to be in 
his sleeping quarters and there was no sign of 


him in any of the other spaces Pet regularly made use of. 
That left the garages, the yard, or the dumping 


ground out the back. The garages were closer and there was 
a scent of WD40 and oil in the air, but no 


Matthias. 


Outside the sliding door the heat was brutal, although last 
night's rain was keeping the dust at bay. Pet 


squinted in the bright light, but he could hear hooves on 
concrete -- trotting hooves, for fuck's sake. Far too 


hot for that sort of exertion, in Pet's opinion. He used the 
towel to wipe away the first beads of sweat 


dampening his forehead and threw it back indoors. 


He took the short route to the patch of shade in the angle of 
the buildings, although with the heat bouncing 


back and forth between the metal walls it wasn't a whole lot 
cooler. At least it didn't half-blind him. 


"Matthias?" he yelled -- no way was he running around in 
this heat after some addle-brained colt who didn't know 
when to stop. After a moment there was a clatter of hooves 
and the colt practically skidded around the 


corner, topless, and starting to burn a little across the 
shoulders. Fuck if he wasn't almost as wet as if he'd 


been standing in the rainstorm. Matthias pushed his forelock 
back out of his eyes and grinned at Pet. 


"Man -- have you been through the stuff in the back lot? You 
should see some of the stuff | turned up!" 


Something about the buoyant enthusiasm pissed Pet right 
off. 


"What the fuck are you doing rolling around in a rubbish tip 
in midsummer?" he demanded. 


Matthias stopped his continuous motion and stood 
foursquare and still, crossing his arms over his chest. He 


kept his tone low and calm though. "You wanted me out of 
your way, | got myself out of your way. 


Thought maybe | could do something useful with my 
afternoon -- maybe clear enough that you'd have 


somewhere to run without having to go off your own spread 
seeing as you say there's bad attitude around 


here. | fixed the garage doors, by the way." 


If it hadn't been for the flicking of his ears the kid might 
even have gotten away without revealing his 


temper. 


Pet swung his tail and decided to go with his first reaction. 
He laughed. "Kid -- do | look like | want to run? 


You want to give yourself heat-stroke hauling junk in 
midsummer, you go right ahead -- just take a fucking 


shower when you come in before you stink the place up -- 
but don't act all high and mighty like you're 


doing me a favor." Matthias opened his mouth to say 
something, but Pet just rode right on over him. 


“Now, | am going to go on back inside, have a couple more 
cold beers and call up something to eat. What 


you do is entirely up to you." 


Pet swung ‘round and walked himself back indoors, letting 
Matthias have a good long view of his wide 


uncaring ass and angry swishing tail. He slid the door shut 
with a clatter and tried to stuff all the memories 


that were boiling over back down again. His hands found a 
shirt hooked over one of the doorframes. He put 


that on, not bothering with buttons, and patted at the 
pockets for cigarettes while his hooves carried him 


back to the kitchen. He bypassed the fridge, reaching for 
the whisky in the top cupboard instead. 
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Want to run, for fuck's sake. Running was for kids, running 
was something you did when you were free and 


happy and you had Dios and half the herd alongside you. He 
jerked his shoulders and then bucked, almost 


enjoying the shock shooting down both back legs and the 
crash of it around the walls. The pull of it in his 


loins was familiar and if his left cannon bone made him hiss 
with pain as he lashed out in front as well -- 


well, then good. 


KKK 


"I can hear you." He could hear the belligerent tone in his 
own voice, too. Matthias might not know it yet, but he knew 
he was way too drunk to try getting to his feet just because 
there was someone watching him. 


Damned if he was going to feel ashamed about that, too. 


The soft hoof-falls came closer and Matthias’ body blocked 
the light from the bare bulb. 


"That wasn't a fucking invitation." 


"| thought you might need a refill." A familiar bottle 
appeared in front of him. Pet let is stay there until Matthias 
shrugged and set it down on one of the crates that edged 
the small room. "Those his things?" 


Pet scrubbed his hands over his face. Dios’ things. In some 
fantasy world, maybe. He leant over and closed 


the lid before the nosy colt could see what pathetic scraps 
he was mourning over. The movement made his 


head spin. Fuck. 


"No." Just what he had to remember him by. 


The light brightened and the sounds resolved into the 
unmistakable sensation of another pair of haunches 


touching his, a solid warm body lying alongside. Pet refused 
to turn his head -- didn't want to see whatever 


the colt was thinking. Didn't want Matthias seeing him. 


"Patrocles." Matthias’ voice trailed off. Pet's ears twitched. 
He ran his hand over the small, smooth wooden box again 
and tried very hard to ignore the burning presence of a 
hand, fingers stroking gently at the base of 


his back, just at the junction where coat became skin. "Tell 
me?" 


"What's to tell? You were there." Gods, he hated the 
bitterness in his voice, the thickness. 


“They didn't exactly rush to share the details with the kiddie 
table." 


"Now there's a surprise." The hand was still there. He 
wanted to leap to his feet and run. Couldn't raise the energy 
to care anymore. He closed his eyes. 


"It wasn't fucking time. It wasn't time -- wasn't even Fall -- 
and the bastard came out of nowhere -- got 


Dios -- got him still in the sheds -- no room to run, no room 
to fight." His voice was cracking, but he 


couldn't stop. 


“Heard him scream, but I couldn't get there -- not soon 
enough. Soon enough to watch Taymore hammer 


down and break his spine. Soon enough to see him and 
smell his blood and be no earthly fucking good to 


him. Soon enough to get my ass kicked and to lie there 
wrapped up in wire and bleeding while 'Dnie did 


the only decent thing she could and finished him and | 
wasn't there." Pet dragged a clumsy fist across his 


face, tears leaving burning tracks that he wouldn't 
acknowledge. "I wasn't fucking there, and he died, and 


Taymore didn't, and | should have." 
"But -- why?" 


"Because | was too useless to help him." Thanks. Needed to 
rub that in a few more times. 
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"Don't be stupid -- | meant why did Taymore attack him in 
the first place. He wasn't challenging for the 


heard or anything, was he?" 
Apparently shock trumps stupid pointless tears. Who knew. 
"Because he's a psychopathic maniac?" 


He could feel Matthias watching him. That still made his 
fucking shoulder blades itch. 


"Look, kid, Taymore gave the order and his little minions slid 
the shed doors shut and no one had the balls 


to ignore his order to leave me out there in the wire to rot. 
The fuck do | care about herd politics 101?" 


Matthias stayed silent, his hand slowly massaging the tight 
muscles of Pet's back. Pet sighed. 


"| don't know. Dios didn't want the herd. | certainly didn't. 
Hell -- Dios only stuck around because | was a year younger 
and getting the papers for me to travel would have been a 
pain. He should have gone when he 


got his brands." 
"| can see why he stayed though." 


"The hell you do!" The thick bitter tone was back, choking 
him. 


"Patrocles, don't forget | sort of knew you both -- saw you 
two together. Dios was glorious. You were 


glorious. The both of you together." 


Pet's head was thumping, his eyes were burning and 
breathing was a battle. 


"The fuck | was ever worth dying for." 


Matthias’ thin arms came around him, gentle and sure. 
Matthias’ voice was so quiet it was hard to hear 


under the sound of blood thundering in his head. 


"What you two had? Looked like it was worth taking the risk 
for." 


The next morning was awkward. The hangover at least had 
the advantage of being familiar, but the little 


hopeful looks and the solid uncomfortable weight of 
expectation just drove Pet to the edge of crazy again. 


Coding with a blinding, thumping, lurching headache never 
worked out well anyway, so here he was, 


walking his property. 


Truth be told Pet was grateful for the brutal heat. Held the 
fucking kid down to a semi-reasonable pace and 


had Matthias sweating and blowing some, which took the 
sting out of his own condition a little. Seemed he 


had some pride left in him after all. Fuck all to base it in. 


He peered through his sunglasses at the pile of twisted 
metal the kid was leading him to. 


"Kid -- the fuck is this?" 


"You tell me -- it's your junk pile. What it's going to be, 
though, is a sculpture." 


"A sculpture." 


And of course the colt took that as an excuse to explain and 
elaborate and trot round in circles measuring 


stuff out like somehow Pet was going to start giving a shit. 
Still, if a little expenditure on tools would keep 


the boy out of his hair for a while and let him get back 
inside for a shower and a beer... 
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"So what you're saying," Pet interrupted when he'd had 
about all he could take. "Is you want me to hire you a blow 
torch? You going to want me to pay the vets bills when you 
blow yourself up, too?" 


“Patrocles, | Know what I'm doing." 


"Pet." Pet snapped back. He moved to kick and ended up 
batting at his own belly. Too much wire and shit around for 
him to be comfortable lashing outwards and didn't that just 
make him feel like a stud. 


"Sorry." As if that hangdog look was going to get the kid 
anywhere. 


"Forget it. Fine. One blow torch. Whatever." 
"Will you? That would be so great! Today?" 


It had to be well over a hundred degrees and the colt had 
the energy to bounce? Yeah and that tickly 


thought about when did you get so old and grumpy just 
made him jump for joy, too. 


"Oh, if we run in to town we could get some food too -- I'll 
cook -- and then | can get started." 


Swear to Gods Matthias had trotted half way down the line 
before he realized Pet wasn't following. He 


came back. 


"No way am | 'running' anywhere, least of all in this heat. 
You can go. Abigail's will let you charge whatever to my 
account." 


They were drifting back towards the sanctuary of the 
warehouse. Pet rifled through his shirt pockets for his 


lighter, took a long draw. The taste of it might distract from 
the thumping in his head some. Kid was still 


watching him. 
"Well -- get, then. If you're going." 


Fucking colt, looking him up and down like that. Bandaged 
arm or no, he was looking for another kicking. 


"You know, if you quit the cancer sticks you might not get in 
such a lather about trotting a couple of miles." 


Oh, that stung. Except Matthias was right. 


"Kid, | haven't been sound since | got here. The smokes 
have nothing to do with it." 


Pet turned and headed for the cool darkness of the sliding 
doors. Sounded a lot like Matthias muttered 


something about Pet giving up as he went though. 
Kid was probably right about that too. 


KKK 


Matthias kept it up for a solid week; working on his sculpture 
during the cooler parts of the day and 


cooking and cleaning and fixing and fussing the rest of the 
time. Damn colt never stopped. Mostly Pet just 


tried to ignore it and stick to his normal routine. Nothing like 
a pair of faintly reproachful eyes watching 


you though to make a body hyper-aware of the number of 
times a day you reach for a beer or a smoke. 


At least the sculpture project kept Matthias outside and out 
of the way most of the time Pet was trying to 


code, so the endless fidgeting wasn't going to destroy his 
business, just his sanity. The way the colt was 


running up his accounts with groceries and supplies for this 
and that, that was a good thing. 
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Pet sighed and stretched as he shut down the machine. 


It wasn't all bad, he reminded himself. There were whole 
moments, kind of like this one, when it almost felt 


good. The smells from the kitchen announced dinner and 
made the place feel more like a home than the 


run down warehouse ever had before. The herd kitchens 
had always had peppers roasting in the ovens as 


they cooled, just like that. 


Okay so there was a jug of ice water pointedly sitting on the 
counter, but Matthias also passed him a beer as 


he stepped into the kitchen. He could live with that. 
"Spanish omelet," was the reply to his questioning look. 
Yeah. There were good moments. 

Matthias set down a loaded plate in front of him. 
"Thanks." 


The way the colt looked at him was like Pet had never said 
that before. Of course, that might be true. 


Something that might once have been a conscience pointed 
out to Pet that the good stuff was looking pretty 


unevenly distributed. 
"Matthias?" 


The colt paused with a mouthful of omelet halfway to his 
mouth. 


"How come you're still here?" 
Damn kid took his mouthful and chewed it thoroughly. 


He was going to start saying all sorts of crap if he didn't get 
an answer. 


Bloody kid. 
"I mean -- all this cooking and running around and shit." 


Matthias interrupted him. "You offered me a place to stay. A 
little housework seems like the least | can do." 


"No, sitting around on your ass drinking my beer would be 
the least you could do." 


The colt shrugged and dropped his eyes, picking up another 
forkful of dinner. This time Pet managed to 


keep his mouth shut and they ate in silence for a while. 
"I'm still here, because here is where | want to be." 
Pet snorted. "Bullshit." 


Matthias reached across the counter and took Pet's bottle, 
draining the last of his beer. The colt was smiling 


as he put the bottle back down. "Not really." 


"Right. You wanted to waste a bunch of time in a shitty little 
podunk town, building something or other 


out of junk and playing housekeeper for a pissy drunk who 
damn near broke your arm. Great plan you've 


got there, kid." 


Godsdamn colt. It'd been shaping up to be an okay evening 
and now there he was again, itching to kick 


something, or just run till he burst a blood vessel. 
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"You don't get it, do you?" 


He couldn't place the tone of the kid's voice. Didn't dare to 
meet his eye somehow. Pet turned and buried 


his head in the fridge looking for another drink. 
"Fuck no. Not a clue," he muttered. 


If he clattered the bottles enough maybe the colt would get 
a clue and leave it be. 


When he turned back, straightening up, he found himself 
right up close and personal with Matthias. If the 


colt had been a hand taller they'd have been face to face, 
maybe six inches apart. Kid was looking up at him 


with this look, for all the world like the youngster got some 
joke or something. Dark chocolate eyes and his 


forelock in a mess and sunburn through the tan on his 
cheekbones. 


"| didn't end up here by accident." Kid only had to whisper 
they were that close, and damned if he was 


going to step back and sit in the ice box just to get a little 
Space. 


"Had everything planned out, Patrocles, how | was going to 
get away, where | was going to go, how things 


were going to be between us. 'Course that part isn't 
anything like what I had planned out just yet, but I'm 


right where | want to be, Pet." 


He was going to ask. Going to say something, do something. 
Only the kid's hand was really warm, brushing 


fingers up his bare arm. 


"| don't..." was about all he managed before Matthias’ hand 
came to rest on his shoulder, one finger tracing his jaw line. 


"See, | had it all planned out that I'd come up here and start 
a revolution." 


Somehow Pet couldn't quite look away and the stroking and 
the low even voice were almost hypnotic. That 


and he really didn't have the first clue what he should be 
trying to say. 


“Took me weeks to figure out how to get here without 
getting picked up on the way. Kept thinking | 


Should wait till | had my brands, but in the end... didn't want 
his marks on me. Don't. And | got here, and 


this is where | want to be. The part about going back, guns 
blazing, and overthrowing the government as a 


double act seems kinda dumb." 


"Well -- you got that part right at least." Somewhere in the 
past three minutes all the bitterness had 


evaporated out of his voice. Hardly sounded like himself. 
“The being dumb." 


Matthias smiled a little. 


Then the colt stepped away. A neat side-step had him 
clattering dishes in the sink. 


Pet blinked, and ran a hand over his face, before popping 
the bottle cap and taking a draught. 


Not a fucking clue. 


KKK 


Pet had weathered enough storms in the past year to know 
that trying to work through them was a false 


economy. One good power surge and bang there goes a 
whole hard drive of work and worse. 


He'd switched off when the winds came up and settled in to 
drink hard and concentrate on not listening for 


the sound of tearing metal. 
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Pet hated storms. 


Didn't look much like Matthias got along with them any 
better. The storm sounded like to take the roof of 


the place and the damned kid was fretting about his 
precious sculpture! 


Of course it'd be much more satisfying to see the colt 
twitching and starting if he didn't have to be bloody 


twitched at the whole time. 


Pacing the warehouse like that was going to do jack shit to 
help anything and twittering on about ‘hope | 


fixed this' and 'do you think it'll damage that' was just... 


Truth was the storm was driving them both batshit crazy 
between the noise and the enforced close 


proximity. 


"For fucks sake, kid, would you stand still for five minutes!" 
Pet growled. "You're building this thing and you don't know if 
it'll hold. The hell you think | know about the structural 
Stability of half-assed junk-sculptures?" 


The colt snapped to a halt and his expression was almost 
exaggeratedly apologetic. "Sorry." 


"Don't be, just shut up." 


Great idea, Pet. Bully the kid into an uncomfortable silence 
just as the rain's hitting harder than ever on the 


tin roof. He caught himself before he could do anything 
stupid like apologizing. 


Pet sighed. 


"Okay, kid, talk to me. Just not about that fucking statue, 
okay?" 


“Sure - | guess worrying's not going to fix anything." 
Matthias shrugged with a wry smile. "What'd you want to 
know? Or can Il ask a question?" 

"Whatever," he replied absently. 


A particularly strong gust hit the building and they both 
jumped, Pet taking a couple of quick paces back 


and swatting at his belly with his tail and then steadfastly 
refusing to check if the colt had noticed. 


"You ever wish you'd got your brands?" 


"Wish I'd had the guts to leave without them." 


"Yeah?" 


"Oh fuck yeah." It wasn't right that thinking about his Dios 
left that thick bitter tone in his voice but it wasn't like he 
had any control over it. "You find me the paperwork that's 
worth someone's life." 


There was a long moment of silence underneath the beat of 
the rain and the wind. And then there was a 


warm hand resting on his withers, just where the herd marks 
should have been. 


“That's not quite what | meant. | meant more if you'd had a 
choice -- | mean, doesn't it cause problems and 


stuff?" 

"Oh yeah, 'cos | do so much traveling." Pet snorted. 
"Oh," was the only reply. He didn't move away though. 
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"Yes, there's been a couple of times it's been a bitch, not 
being able to prove my bloodlines. Not like I'm 


planning a world cruise or applying for a residency permit 
near any major herds though, so -- don't think 


about it much." 


"| guess that makes sense. | don't know though. | know | 
don't want herd marks from Taymore, but still -- 


kinda weird to think I'm never going to walk the herd and 
get them, never going to be a legal adult, you 


know?" 
"You really think a few pretty scars makes you an adult?" 


The colt raised an eyebrow. "That's not what | said. Anyway 
-- Hesta taught me a whole bunch about 


heraldry -- | reckon | could design my own if | wanted to." 


Pet tried not to picture sleek black skin contrasted against 
the rich chestnut of Matthias’ shoulder and white 


scars on his tanned arm. Pet sidled, turning to face the colt 
fully and breaking the contact between them. 


"That where you got this artistic streak of yours from? She 
was your dam, right?" 


"Yeah." There was another uncomfortable lapse in the 
conversation. Both of them thinking on Taymore, 


Matthias’ sire. Fucking great change of subject, Pet scolded 
himself. 


He'd taken perhaps three steps towards the kitchen and 
another beer when the kid piped up again. 


"You know? Your tail's a mess." 


Pet swished angrily at the criticism, refusing to turn around 
to reply. 


"Yeah, well -- notable lack of grooming parlors round these 
parts." 


He carried on towards the kitchen. Kid had the survival 
instincts of a paper bag, because he followed. 


"Let me brush it out, then." 


Pet nearly choked on his drink. Kid didn't even have the 
manners to make it a question. 


"See, that way | won't feel quite so weird asking you to help 
me out," Matthias continued. "Because mine's driving me 
nuts." 


Pet rolled his eyes. 


"You want to ask a favor, just fucking ask. Don't pussyfoot 
around pretending like you're not." 


"Okay. Sorry. Would you put a brush through my tail for me, 
please? How's that?" 


Pet was drawing breath to tell the kid to take a running jump 
when the first peal of thunder crashed over 


them; the din of his near hind leg hitting the metal wall 
sounded almost as loud. 


"Go get your brushes then." 


KKK 


Eventually the thunder moved on. The rain slowed and 
stopped. Pet still couldn't sleep. Matthias -- well the 


colt had drifted right off while Pet had still been untangling 
three weeks’ worth of knots. Slept like a log, the kid did. 
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Pacing the overheated tin box of a shack he called home 
was doing nothing to calm Pet's nerves. Something 


had him keyed up and he was damned if he knew what. 
Realizing that he was on his last packet of cigarettes 


didn't help any. Damned lazy colt kept 'forgetting' to get 
them in. Same way he kept ‘forgetting’ whisky 


and that Pet much preferred his beer with the alcohol left in 
it. 


Motherfucking meddling son of a self-righteous bastard kid. 
Fuck it. 


Time for a run -- maybe swing by Keggers and pick up some 
smokes, have a coffee. The way the grey was 


fading up, they'd be open by the time he got there. 


He left the door open -- the better to get some air in -- and 
hit the driveway with a buck and a kick. 


KKK 
Oh, fuck this. 
This wasn't enjoying the freedom of running. 


No shit. This was lumbering on because he was too damn 
stubborn to admit to himself (let alone any young 


studs who, dear gods please, couldn't see him) that he 
might be a fat, stupid, bad tempered asshole who'd 


done a damned good job of pissing his life up against the 
wall in something less than year. 


That wasn't a happy thought. 


Pet ducked his head and forced himself onwards. He was 
acutely aware of the arguments presented by his 


aching cannon bones and burning lungs that yes, actually, 
he really was. He really had. 


A spurt of anger carried him over the crest of the hill. 


Whether it was for the mental image of Matthias cantering 
around happily in the dustbowl, or the residual 


self image that kept telling him how good this ought to feel 
he wasn't sure and damned well didn't care. 


It was cold comfort that the sweat drops mostly hid the 
tears he couldn't stop. 
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It took just over two hours and most of a bottle of whisky for 
Pet to admit to himself that he was avoiding 


going back to the warehouse, and another hour and half of 
the second bottle to admit why and to make a 


decision. He lobbed the remaining liquor out into the lake 
and started back, toward home. 


Three hours was apparently just long enough for every 
muscle in his body to have tightened up, but his 


limping hitch-step pace wasn't the only reason it was a long 
slow walk. 


By the time he reached the top of the single carriage road, 
where the roof was reflecting back the bright 


morning sun and making him blink, it was only every third 
step or so that he wanted to turn right around 


and vanish for good. 


Nothing like a stubborn streak to keep a body moving 
forward. 


Matthias met him half way down the driveway, all bouncing 
energy and barely concealed concern. 


Pet counted his blessings that the colt didn't seem to know 
what to say once the first round of questions had 


been ignored. 
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He waited until they were in the shadows. Matthias was 
circling around him, fingers twisting and tail 


whisking. He finally met the kid's eyes. 


"This is my home, Matthias. My home, my herd, my 
challenge." 


He never thought he'd hear those words come out of his 
mouth, but there they were, formal and hollow, 


and he could only pray that the kid would figure out what 
they really meant. 


The silence stretched out like his nerves and neither of them 
moved. 


The scrape of Matthias' hoof, his near hind sliding back a 
creeping half pace on the tarmac, broke all that. 


Broke the moment, broke the mood, broke the last bit of 
hope in Pet's mind and desperation coiled his 


muscles, pushed him to the sticking point, heaved him to 
his hind legs, striking out with hooves and arms 


and blind angry wordless noise. He didn't want to see that 
look in the kid's eyes, didn't want to hear the 


sound of hooves on flesh, didn't want any of this, in fact, 
and somewhere in the screams there were tears. 


The first impact of Matthias' fist against his cheekbone 
washed through him with a cold wave of relief, and 


he hardly felt the teeth, the hooves, the blood and bruises 
rushing to his skin. He stumbled under the weight 


of that muscled chestnut body flung against his own, his 
swollen hock finally giving way, crashing him 


against the metal wall. Matthias' arms wrestling his still, 
burning scratches appearing down his chest, and his 


head rang from the impact. Instinct kicked in and he 
panicked, twisting and bucking, ignoring the pain of 


tearing tendons and abused muscles. 


Slight or not, Matthias pinned him. Held him, locked him still 
with body and will, and when the colt's 


teeth finally released his bleeding ear, Matthias' voice was 
low and Sure. 


"Mine. My home. My herd. Mine, Patrocles." 


The world seemed very big in the seconds after those 
words. Big. Light. Distant. His lungs stubbornly burnt 


their way through gasping breaths, but it took everything he 
had left not to laugh and whoop and scream. 


There were drugs that maybe made you feel half as good as 
this. Along his right hand side the corrugated 


metal was warming, losing the first shock of the cold. Along 
his left, Matthias' body prickled sweat and heat. 


Solid. Hot. Right. Holding him down, holding him up, salt 
rolling stinging into cuts and the blood running 


down his neck tickled. Matthias' thumb pressed firm and 
Sharp, fitting into the crook of vein at his wrist 


like it was made for it. Complete. 


Pet rolled his head back, shoulder screaming. Wordlessly he 
threw his thanks to the sun-bleached sky. 


"Yours," he panted, with a triumph in his tone. "Yours." 


The pressure along his body lessened, but Matthias' grip on 
his wrists tightened. His arms were pulled up 


and back, muscles protesting. It took Pet a long moment lost 
somewhere between glory and pain to realize 


what was needed. 


The ice-stab-burn of his hock kept the movement from being 
elegant. He wasn't so much kneeling when 


those biting fingers turned into caresses as he was floored, 
front and back. 


"Yours, Matthias. Your herd to choose, your home to 
protect." The words were thick in his mouth, copper blood 
taste. His cheek was swelling already. Fucking hurt. Clean 
pain, though, holding him in his skin, in 


the now. Matthias’ fingers touched along his cheekbone and 
it was an effort not lean into the touch. If he 


really concentrated there was maybe half a square fucking 
foot of his skin that didn't pound and ache and 


hurt somehow. Been a year since he'd felt this good. 


"Up, Pet, and inside with you. Ice and the first aid kit." The 
colt's voice had changed even, low and sure and something 
in it to set the world to rights. Made it easier to bite back 
the words that moving summoned. 
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Motherfuck but that hurt. Straightening his left hind enough 
to find out if it would take his weight wasn't 


even an option. He staggered and, before he could lurch 
into the wall once more, that solid body was 


pressed up alongside him again. Matthias' arm went around 
his waist. 


"Inside." At least the colt's expression as he twisted back, 
catching sight of the injured leg, hadn't changed that much. 
The resolve looked better on him without the need to hide it. 
The arm on his back pressed him 


forward. They took a handful of slow, painful steps and 
paused to find their places. A few more, and the 


cooler shade of the warehouse enveloped them. 


Painkillers and cold water and someone else setting 
everything to rights. That sounded really fucking good. 


KKK 


Waking up like that was -- disconcerting. He didn't miss the 
throbbing hangover any, but the moment he 


tried to move the rest of his body more than made up for 
any pain his head was missing out on. Rolling up 


onto his chest involved flexing his hock and Holy Fucking 
Hell that hurt. 


Hurt in a way that set dark fireworks off behind his eyelids 
and made him wish loudly and fervently for 


death or drugs. Hurt so much that he didn't register the still 
figure calmly watching him with one warm 


hand hovering just above his flank until after he stopped 
cussing. 


Watching from a suspiciously settled, reclining, l've-been- 
here-all-night sort of a way. A yesterday-wasn't-a- 


dream sort of way. 


Fuck. 

Pet closed his eyes. 

"Stay put a minute." 

Oh shit. Not a dream at all then. 


That same sure tone that had led him through last night. 
Led him though having careful hands on his skin 


without going screaming-ninja crazy. That same tone of 
voice that had scared him half to death when he 


thought about how easy it felt not to fight the contact while 
Matthias smoothed salve over bruises and bitter 


purple disinfectant over cuts, fed him pills and water and 
combed oil patiently through his tail and touched 


him everywhere. 


Pet started a little, his eyes wide, throwing himself into 
another aborted attempt to at least find his knees. 


The steady pressure on his near flank and the pain was 
irresistible though, and he flopped back, panting and 


ungainly, feeling the beginnings of vicious silver panic 
threading through him again. 


"Pet." Matthias' voice was low and Sure. "Pet -- stay put. 
You're going to hurt yourself." 


He managed to force himself still and to suck down heavy 
gasps of air instead. His eyes were tight shut 


again, listening. 


"That's good, Pet. Stay there a spell." 


Matthias' hand left his with a final stroke and the muffled 
scrape of hooves indicated the colt finding his 


own feet. Pet watched the wall and didn't turn his head. 
Scratched up metal wall plates and a thin seam of 


grime where the padded mats met them. He concentrated 
on getting through the moments without actually 


cursing out loud. Jim Bean, coffee and a cigarette became a 
temporary mantra. Coffee, whisky, smokes and 


a whole lot of drugs. Soon. Please. 
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He knew he wasn't tracking time so well when the hand on 
his haunch made him startle, stirring up a whole 


new world of pain. 


"Hey." Matthias' voice behind him was low but not 
apologetic. Calming. 


Pet closed his eyes again, swallowing back the flare of fear 
and trying not to notice the lack of anger. 


"How are you with needles when you're conscious?" 


Pet snorted gently. "Not sure you could make it hurt any 
worse." 


If he concentrated he ought to be able to make the small 
sounds make sense. Wrappers tearing, that sort of 


thing. 
"Where did you get them?" 
"eatis" 


Matthias made that sound almost normal. He wanted to 
argue -- that no one in the area would write scrips 


for a 'taur, and that the bills would have to be more than his 
hide was worth. 


In the end all he did was bite his upper lip until it bled again 
and allow Matthias to run gentle possessive 


hands over his skin until thick artificial sleep washed him 
away again. 
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Malcolm Hall and the Selkie of Mirror Lake 
By J. R. Earlbecke 


The water was slate-gray where it met the stormy sky, 
stretching out of sight several miles west where it 


terminated on the opposite shore. Despite the rarity of 
occasion when such a picturesque location matched 


the quaint fabrication erected by the title it had been given 
to distinguish itself from one hundred other, 


similar settings, Mirror Lake was a place uncommon, and the 
quality of the water within did not belie the 


designation and all that it implied. The shimmering surface 
of the water showed all the lake's surroundings 


in perfect detail, the mountains ranging round it and the 
sky, the lines of pine and aspen closely mimicking 


the rippled rim. It was for the beauty of the water, for its 
unusual depth and clarity, that Aleister Hall had 


purchased the property when he was young; it was for the 
solitude of the quiet mountain cabin that his son 


Malcolm moved there and stayed. 


Calling the Hall estate a "cabin" was simply distinguishing it 
from their flat in the city and their other summer-home on 
the sun-ripened beaches of California. It had been a 
fantastic building in Malcolm's 


youth, a curious, Victorian manor hiding deep within the 
cover of the trees, well-kept and strong enough to 


withstand the test of time and forces of nature. Now, the 
wood was fading and the paint was peeling back, 


all the windows wrapped in cobwebs and every surface 
covered with a fluffy layer of dust that, if disturbed, 


rose in gentle puffs, making patterns in the watery light of 
the sun as it came down through the glass. 


Malcolm himself was a curious kind of half-hermit, lurking in 
the monstrously empty house all alone, 


driving into town in a clunky old pickup truck doomed to fall 
to pieces Any Day Now, to shop for the 


necessities and to teach English at the only school in the 
district, in classes of students from grades four all 


the way to ten. He would then retire to his lakefront abode, 
furiously grading papers late into the night, 


with nothing else to do in his periods of insatiable insomnia, 
and finally collapsing at his desk with his head 


in his arms, until the sun rose and he woke again. 


He was a pleasant enough fellow, all agreed, but very 
strange and distant when spoken to. It was difficult for 


him to become close to anyone, or they to him; what had 
begun as a defense against the outside world when 


he was young had become a way of life, although, by 
anyone's estimate, he was a likeable man. Malcolm was 


handsome and refined, distinguished and aging gracefully, 
with a clean profile and a strong jaw, his ashen 


hair in meticulous arrangement. He was extremely popular 
with the teenage girls in his classes and his calm, 


polite demeanor was just as pleasing to their mothers. 
There was no shortage of rumors in the town and on 


the lakeside detailing why he had no wife, or any apparent 
family in attendance at all, but few who heard 


these musings really cared, whatever the real reason. 


He wore a spectacular ring on his right hand, clearly an 
expensive wedding band; those who did not know 


him well surmised that his cool distance must be simply his 
reaction to the death of a spouse, and that he 


was a widower. Others who had been friends with him when 
he was young knew this to be false, and 


speculated on the cause and nature of Malcolm and 
Virginia's separation. When asked, he would simply say, 


absently, "We just didn't get along." None were more 
puzzled than those who understood the truth of the 
situation, to whom he could only justify the continued 
display of his failed marriage as an excuse to avoid 


any sort of unwanted relationship at present. 


"I'm not interested in dating," he would say. "I just don't 
want anything to do with romance anymore. I've never been 
good at it." 


And that was that. 


On summer evenings, most every day, there were fairly 
unremarkable storms, consistent in regularity and 


interval, starting after sunset and then drifting away to 
reveal the moon and the sodden smell of earth, the 


reflection of the stars forming a captured puddle of heaven 
on the lake. The showers manifested during brief 


periods of fuzzy cloudiness and vague, grumbling thunder, 
and after there came a time of sudden stillness, 
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the sky brightening a shade, when all the life upon the lake 
and in the forest fell into a subdued silence, 


hushed, as if in anticipation of a renewal of the rain. 


Late on a quiet Saturday in June, after school had let out for 
the summer and Malcolm intended to spent all 


of his newly-freed time on writing, he sat, contemplative, on 
the rickety porch of his house, gazing off into 


the waters of the lake, as if the gloomy storm clouds 
brooding there held the key to his uninspired 


imagination. Around him, the smell of darkness and the 
sounds of the night began to rise in cacophonous 


symphony, the crickets and the owls waking, the wolves and 
the moon in the sky in comfortable 


communion. He let fall the butt end of his cigarette, the fire 
flaring for a moment in the dead brush on the 


hard-packed dirt before the house and he stamped it out. 
The windows in the other houses along the lake, 


few and far between, had long ago come to life, though his 
own were dark and silent, standing in stoic 


defiance of the terrors of the night. Malcolm feared little 
that was substantial, least of all the dark, so he 


preferred candles in his home to electric lighting. 


The sunset at the other end of the lake was dim on the 
horizon, glowing red as a human heart and just as 


fragile beneath the oppressive cover of the clouds. A wind 
rippled the water in waves like a land-locked sea, 


the hairs rising in bumpy patterns along the skin of 
Malcolm's arms. As he watched the water, a dark shape 


took form along the rocky edge of the lake, ten yards 
distant, directly down the bare strip of dirt leading 


through the trees and to the bumpy road. Lit in pink and red 
against the dying light, hardly visible but for a 


lumpy silhouette against the sky, it moved among the 
stones and dirt and wild grass, slipping out of sight. 


Malcolm followed it, creeping closer, stepping lightly 
through the brush to keep from making any sound at 


all that might frighten the figure off. The settling dusk and 
the rumbling thunder reminded him of the 


stories told by those who had grown up with him along the 
lake, in the summers, the silly tales that they as 


boys would frighten each other with, of something dark and 
mysterious that lurked within the water. In 


their designated moments, at certain times of the year, 
these monstrous things arose from the depths to 


commit nefarious deeds and generally terrorize the local 
populace, the quality and property of their powers 


in contradiction dependent on the teller of the story; their 
purpose was, respectively, as boogeymen to 


frighten disobedient children, as punishers of adulterous 
spouses, seducers of the innocent, and many more 


disquieting, fantastic notions. 


When Malcolm reached the rocks, however, he found 
nothing there: no devastating creature of dark and 


enigmatic powers, no murderer lurking among the reeds. 
There lay only what appeared to be a large, 


discarded, oily rag, which Malcolm reached to touch before 
recoiling in sudden revulsion. It was some 


unfortunate animal's hide, unmistakably organic, covered in 
damp fur on one side and leathery flesh on the 


other. Chiding himself for the unwarranted reaction to the 
unexpected sensation in his hand, he reached 


again and picked it up, not Knowing why. He looked around 
to see if there was anyone nearby to whom it 


might belong, but Malcolm Hall remained alone in the chill 
stillness of the night before the storm. 


He intended to examine his curious discovery again that 
night, in proper light, but discovered upon 


entering his home that he was far too tired, and so he 
discarded it on the coffee table on the way to his dusty 


room, shaking his boots to the floor and falling into bed. He 
Slept as well as he ever did, which was to Say, 


not particularly, yet he rose early in the morning, energetic 
and invigorated as he had not been in a very 


long time. Walking to the kitchen, padding by in his stocking 
feet, he noticed the crumpled pelt upon the 


table. 


Taking it up, he scrutinized it properly, as puzzled as ever. It 
was indeed the skin of some animal, sleek and 


covered in little hairs that were yielding one way and 
became prickly when pressed against the grain. 


Whatever its creature of origin, it was nothing familiar to 
him and nothing, certainly, that lived within the 


lake. Though the body was misshapen, empty of anything to 
hold its form, the contour of the eyeless face, 


the sleek flippers, the lumpy body tapering into a fishy tail, 
seemed characteristic of something aquatic, a sea 


lion or seal. 


Malcolm did not know the difference between the two, what 
distinguished one from the other, having only 


seen either of them one time in his life, on a trip to the zoo 
with his family when he was very young. The 


place was too far from home to visit often and he was so 
terrified by the swaggering, squawking peacocks 
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which roamed freely within the grounds that he had never 
desired to return when he was younger and was 


unable when he was older and without the necessary time 
or energy. Even with children of his own he'd 


never gone; that was Virginia's domain, the sacred 
prerogative of motherhood that he was unable to touch, 


the ability of a woman at a glance to whisk the children 
away under the pretense of leaving daddy alone, too 


busy to be bothered. 


What the pelt of an ocean animal was doing on his humble 
piece of lakefront property was beyond 


Malcolm. It was unusual enough to capture his full attention 
for the better part of an hour, enraptured, 


entranced, turning it over in his hands and feeling it as if to 
take it all in. At length, it seemed perhaps it was better left a 
mystery for the moment and so he carefully folded the skin, 
the hollow holes for eyes staring out 


at him from atop the heap. A mystery, something to tell the 
grandchildren about, assuming he ever had any, 


and that he was ever invited or allowed to see them. 


He put some coffee on to brew in his ancient French press 
pot, realizing too late that he'd doled an excessive 


portion for himself alone; when distracted, out of habit, 
Malcolm often found himself preparing meals and 


beverages for a family or a couple. He left it there, pulling 
on his shoes and walking onto the creaking porch, 


where the wood was beginning to rot through, to breathe 
the Sunday morning air and to watch the sun 


peek from behind the peaks. As he glanced around the 
familiar, tired patch of dirt, wildflowers and weeds 


comprising his front lawn, he spied a white blur at the 
water's edge. It was a person. 


Malcolm drew nearer. From among the stones, one white 
arm extended, and another, lithe and long, flesh 


so pale as to nearly be transparent in the hazy sunlight, thin 
blue veins snaking beneath the skin in twists 


and whorls. The hand waved, its owner, a devilishly 
attractive teenager with black eyes and hair, exclaiming, 


"Top o' the morning!" 


Malcolm waved in return, hesitating as the young man 
stood, unabashed and completely naked, to come 


closer. At Malcolm's dazed expression and yearning stare, 
he looked down at himself, as though noticing his 


state of undress for the first time, and he laughed. "Oh, I'm 
sorry about this! | was, um, skinny-dipping in the lake and 
my clothes kind of went...missing. You wouldn't happen to 
know who took them?" He 


regarded Malcolm with what appeared to be friendly but 
even-handed suspicion. 


Blinking at last, shaking his addled head, Malcolm 
responded, "No. No, there are plenty of kids around 


here now that it's summer, families come up here... They 
like to pull pranks like that. Whatever you're 


missing is probably long gone, off in the woods somewhere." 
He gestured, aimlessly, unable to pull his eyes 


away from the alluring stranger. 


The boy made no effort to cover himself up, seeming to 
relish the attention or, at least, derive amusement 


from it; instead, he reached up to run a nervous hand 
through his curly hair. "Really? Damn," he let out with a hurt 
laugh. "Had my wallet and everything. My only set of 
clothes." 


Malcolm sighed, preemptively preparing himself to regret 
what his secretly personable nature compelled 


him to do. "If you need help, kid, just ask for it. Come in, I'll 
find you something to wear. Have some 


coffee, if you drink it. Whatever. Come on." He waved the 
boy over, looking him over again. 


He reminded Malcolm of himself in his youth, or of the way 
he'd desired to be. Malcolm remembered 


having just such mishaps, sneaking into his bedroom cold 
and naked in the middle of the night after a romp 


in the woods. He and his friends, when they were young, 
spent summers here as teens, running stark naked 


through the forest playing games on clear, warm nights 
beneath the eye of the moon. There had not been 


anything like it for Malcolm then, the thrill of wind on his 
bare flesh in the crisp darkness, nothing to set 


him apart from his bare element, nothing to stand between 
him and the very touch of God. That was only 


Malcolm as he was at night, however, unashamed of 
everything and able to give into the exhilarating ecstasy 


he denied himself in everyday life, all his life, afraid of the 
punishment his sins would incur in the hereafter, or worse, 
in the here and now. The God of the night seemed gentler to 
him then, and he was not beholden 


to the same dreadful standards that the Jehovah of the day 
commanded. He had been himself on those 


Summer nights and at no other time. 
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He extended his hand to the strange boy. "I'm Malcolm 
Hall." 


The boy smiled, beautifully. "I'm Dublin Delaney." 


Dublin seemed to contain the intense curiosity and 
enthusiasm of a child. He sat at the table with Malcolm, 


clad in a ratty t-shirt and a pair of faded jeans that had not 
fit Malcolm since high school, but which he'd 


kept for sentimental reasons; his first and only boyfriend 
had liked the way they looked on him. The 


teenager seemed sexier and more seductive fully clothed, 
though Malcolm had already seen all that there was 


to see of him just moments prior. 
"So, Dublin," Malcolm began only to be interrupted. 


"Are you going to ask about my name?" Dublin asked, 
grinning, sipping at his coffee, white with cream, 


leaving a little brown mustache above his lip before he 
licked it off. "Yeah, I'm named after the city. My 


grandfather came from there. He and my granny moved 
over here during the potato famine and got a farm 


in Kansas. Boring place, Kansas. Flat." He took another 
drink. 


"I'm sorry, I'll bet you get asked that all the time," Malcolm 
apologized, humiliated at being so predictable. 


"How old are you?" 


"Eighteen. You know, not quite jailbait." Dublin shrugged, 
one fluid motion that jarred Malcolm somehow, in its quality 
of movement. Many things about the boy seemed slightly 
unnatural, from the piercing depth 


of his large eyes, his delicate features and lilting voice, to 
his smooth and pale skin and the way he walked 


and moved. He almost didn't look human, to Malcolm, an 
angel or demon who had somehow made its 


uncanny way into his kitchen. "It doesn't bug me when 
people ask about my name. It's pretty cool being 


named after the capital city of somewhere. My mom wanted 
to show pride in our heritage or something, | 


guess." 
"You don't look Irish," Malcolm said. 


Dublin smirked impishly, eyes lighting up, "I know. | get that 
from my granny's side of the family. She had 


the skin and eyes, and me and my mom both got it from 
her. Just one child in a generation. Everyone said it 


was 'cause she was a Selkie." 


"And what, pray tell, is that?" Malcolm asked, delighted by 
the boy's infectious enthusiasm, resting a 


chiseled cheek against the cupped palm of one hand, 
interested more from a desire for Dublin to continue 


speaking than out of any real concern for the subject 
matter. He was smitten. 


"They're shapeshifters, creatures that look human but take 
the form of a seal. They have a magic seal-skin 


that they keep and put on when they go into the water and 
it allows them to change. Sometimes they come 


up to have celebrations and dance on the beaches, or to sun 
themselves, or whatever, and they take off their 


skin and become human. If a man can steal a selkie 
woman's skin while she's out of the water and hide it 


from her, she'll marry him. They're the most beautiful 
women in the world," Dublin added, proudly. "My 


grandfather must've hidden her skin real good, | guess, or 
maybe she just stuck around because there was no 


ocean to run off to in Kansas." 


"That's certainly a nice story," Malcolm said, heart beating 
faster, mind buzzing frantically in his skull, his attention 
suddenly elsewhere, on the object he had found the night 
before. His gaze shifted behind Dublin, 


to the pelt that lay upon the sofa and he wondered if the 
boy had seen it lying there. Certainly not; if he 


had, wouldn't he have taken it already? Malcolm licked his 
dry lips, trying to control his shaking voice. "For a fairytale." 
The words fell down hard. 


"It's not a fairytale," Dublin countered with a sly wink, a 
secretive Mona Lisa smile playing across his features. 
“There are families in Scotland today that still claim selkie 
descent. But | didn't expect you to 


believe it." 
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Malcolm's eyes darted between the boy and the seal-skin 
once more, he clenched his fists and, finally, he 


pondered aloud, "And what about selkie men?" Malcolm 
looked at Dublin in a new light, drinking in that 


intoxicating, enchanting, inhuman beauty; he wanted it for 
himself, now. 


"What about them?" Dublin chirped, perfectly happy to 
answer any questions on the topic. 


"What happens if someone steals the skin of a selkie man, 
Dublin?" 


Dublin paused, brows furrowing in exquisite concentration, 
chewing thoughtfully on one soft, red lip. "I 


don't know. There aren't any stories about that. The most 
you hear about the men is they sometimes come 


up on land and seduce unhappy women, bored housewives 
and the lot. Sometimes, they take their lovers 


away to live with them in the sea. | guess if a woman tricked 
one, she could get him to marry her, too." He 


regarded Malcolm, abruptly alert but without any malice or 
suspicion, merely a painfully innocent curiosity. 


"Why?" 


Shaking, Malcolm stood, without regard for anything, tipping 
his chair, which landed with a crash upon the 


floor, jolting the table. Not saying a word, he went to the 
living room and took up the pelt, glancing back 


with a sudden inspiration in his eyes. He smiled. "You 
wouldn't happen to know about this, then?" 


Dublin jumped up, reaching out both hands plaintively, still 
free of any distrust, innocently and eagerly 


proclaiming, "That's mine!" 


"Really?" Malcolm regarded him with a cool detachment, 
though inside him raged an uncontrollable 


hunger, a rush of adrenaline and purpose that filled him up 
and corroded him away. As a dawning 


desperation grew upon Dublin's face, the same feeling 
washed over Malcolm's mind, a paranoia that his 


brilliant plan might not come off successfully at all. He 
calculated, continuing, "You ought to be more 


careful. Just leaving it out where anyone could find it..." 


"And you ought to mind your own business! Give it back!" 
Dublin pleaded quietly, looking as though he 


could cry. He did not step forward to take it by force, and, to 
Malcolm's shock, there was no amount of 


anger in the boy's tone at all, just a sad and mournful 
longing in his eyes. 


"What if | don't?" Malcolm asked, voice strained, rising in 
pitch. It was not in his nature to be cruel or threatening, but 
an anxious emotion overwhelmed him, assaulting all his 
senses, his heart raging wildly, his 


mouth dry, something in the pit of his stomach smoldering. 
The selkie seemed to him, at that moment, 


complete fulfillment and perfection, everything he had ever 
denied himself and been denied, all the beauty 


in the world he had ever wanted and had been too afraid to 
hold on to. He knew that this boy was the only 


real thing he'd ever needed in his entire life, this moment, 
this second, stretching on for eternity. He would 


not let the selkie slip away. He gripped the skin and it was 
warm in his hand. 


"Why wouldn't you? Why would you? Why?" Dublin sank to 
his knees, gazing up at Malcolm with aching 


sincerity. 


"If | keep the skin," Malcolm stammered. "If | keep the skin, 
will you have to stay with me?" 


"You son of a bitch!" Dublin moaned. "You bastard!" He 
staggered to his feet and stumbled out of the house, 
numbly, tripping on the threshold but regaining his balance 
before he fell. He spat another filthy 


curse, Slamming the screen door, which screamed at the 
hinges and closed with a monstrous, metallic crash. 


Dublin sat, barefoot on the porch, gazing out across the 
water to the sky, and Malcolm knew that he had 


won. 


Malcolm folded the skin, carefully, concealing it away in an 
old paper sack among the boxes in the attic. He 


was Shaking all the while, glancing around and behind 
himself just to be certain that Dublin wasn't there, 


watching and waiting to discover his hiding place. He 
crouched with the package like a frantic criminal in 


the night, burying a corpse out among the trees or beneath 
the floorboards, terrified that someone would 


stumble upon him and reveal his dirty secret to everyone 
who mattered. His hands and body moved 
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independently of him, of their own accord, Malcolm's mind 
barreling off in other directions, careening 


around inside his skull. 


The sack found itself beneath dusty, moth-eaten clothing, 
faded childhood relics and hundreds of 


miscellaneous objects not worth holding on to that had 
never been thrown out -- his family was a veritable 


dynasty of packrats. He stacked the boxes so that it rested 
at the bottom, under a mountain of cardboard 


and cobwebs. Malcolm was covered in sweat, coated in the 
grime of so many memories, making him sneeze. 


There were dark places on the wooden floor where it all 
rested before he came to stir the past around and re- 


examine it; brown splotches of color amidst the uniform 
gray of collected dust, ancient fossils that could be 


dated by the amount of dirt surrounding them when they 
had been laid down. 


He finally emerged, two hours later, wiping his face on his 
white t-shirt, which came away gray and sticky. 


Dublin still sat on the porch, holding a cold and untouched 
cup of coffee in his white hands. Malcolm sat 


beside him, flushed from the effort of securing the skin, and 
Dublin glanced at him dubiously, appraising 


him again in the heat of the day. Surprisingly, he cracked a 
grin. 


"| guess, if nothing else, trying to keep me here gave you a 
good workout, huh?" Dublin joked, smiling a little, a slight 
stiffness in his posture belying his friendly behavior. 


Malcolm licked his lips, wiped his chin with his hand, and 
carefully presented the words he had been 


rehearsing, over and over, like a holy mantra as he stacked 
the tower of boxes higher and higher, into the 


Sky. "Look, | won't keep you here if you don't like it. If you're 
not happy. | don't want to be cruel, but I... want to know 
you better. | think you're interesting. I'd like to get know 
you. Is that okay?" 


"| guess so," Dublin replied quietly, clutching the mug 
tighter. "So if | ask to leave after a little while, you'll let me 
go?" 


"Sure," Malcolm sighed, shrugging, running a hand over his 
graying hair. "Sure, that's fine. How about this? | promise if, 
after a month, you really want to leave, | won't stop you. 
Deal?" He held out one tired, lined palm, skin dry and rough 
and warm. 


"Deal," whispered the selkie, placing his elegant fingers in 
Malcolm's own, not retracting them when the handshake 
was through. "But | want that in writing." 


“However you want it," Malcolm soothed, kissing the selkie 
on the lips. Dublin kissed back, gingerly 


leaning into the deft embrace. 


Gradually, night fell, the chill, inky darkness crawling up and 
along Dublin's spine, at which time he 


determined to retreat inside, when the lightning began to 
flash and the rain started pouring down. Resigned, 


he lay on the sofa, head in his arms, staring up into the 
cryptic twists and swirls in the chipped white paint 


upon the ceiling. There was a purple blemish on his 
shoulder, an itchy insect bite, and he picked at it a little 


with his neat nails. He glanced into the kitchen occasionally, 
where Malcolm stood at the stove, and, finally, 


he asked, "Are you making dinner? I'm starving." 
"Yeah," Malcolm said. "Spaghetti. Is that okay with you?" 


"Anything's fine." Dublin sighed, examining his shoulder a 
little longer. He yawned, tossing his head back, looking 
around, and he asked, undeniable curiosity welling up once 
more, "Since you know all about me 


now, can! ask about you?" 
"Sure," Malcolm said. "That seems fair." 


"Where's your wife?" Dublin inquired, not accusing, merely 
inquisitive. 


"What?" Malcolm turned to face him, obviously puzzled. 
"What do you mean? I'm not married." 
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"You have a ring," Dublin pressed, pointing solemnly. "On 
your hand." 


"Oh, this." Malcolm laughed, turning back to the food. "Yes, | 
have a ring. We're divorced now." 


Dublin sat up, scrutinizing. "Then why do you still wear it?" 
"So that other women don't try to flirt with me." 


"Oh." Dublin sighed. "I was worried you'd have to try to 
explain me to someone. | don't want to start any fights." 


Malcolm shook his head, chuckling. "Virginia and | didn't 
need any help finding things to fight over. No, | 


live alone now. It'll be fine." 
"So that's why you broke up," Dublin pronounced. 


"Well, we didn't get along well, but what really ended things 
was when | came out." 


"Oh. So you're gay." 


Turning off the heat and taking the pasta from the stove, 
Malcolm laughed. "Well, obviously!" He drained the water 
from the noodles and set the pot down. "I haven't tried to 
hide it; you should have been able to 


tell from the way I've been acting around you all day. | like 
you, Dublin." 


"I know," Dublin mumbled, smiling shyly. "But plenty of 
people like me. I've had straight guys like me, all the time. 
It's terrible for me, since they always want to hide it from 
everyone when we're together." 


"So you are, too?" Malcolm asked. "Is that why you ran away 
from home?" 


Dublin's eyes widened in surprise, dark lashes splayed 
across his cheeks. "That's part of it. Why? How could you 
tell?" 


"I know the type," Malcolm said. "And who but a runaway 
kid has just one set of clothing to his name?" He grimaced. 
"My best friend in high school -- my boyfriend, actually -- 
was very much like you. He ran away 


to Chicago, or somewhere, and tried to get me to go with 
him. Sometimes | wonder if | should have gone 


along with him," Malcolm confessed. "And if my whole life 
would have been completely different, maybe 


better." Obviously leery of the subject matter, he turned 
away, and hastily added, "But about you. You said that's 
only part of the reason. What was the rest?" 


Dublin sighed wistfully, expression losing focus, gaze fixed 
somewhere beyond the horizon. His voice ached 


with an inexpressible sorrow. "I've never been to the ocean." 


To that it seemed Malcolm had nothing to say. Malcolm 
strode over to him, kneeling beside him, taking his 


face in warm hands and kissing it reverently, in absolute 
adoration, as if Malcolm could take in Dublin's 


pain and make it his own, instead. Dublin deepened the 
kiss, placing his hands on Malcolm's shoulders 


with a tender but firm insistence, drawing the man closer. 
The rain came down around them, pounding on 


the shingled roof. 


Malcolm slept deeply that night, as he had not in years and 
years, arms coiled round the soft skin of the 


selkie who was splayed across the squeaky, decrepit 
mattress in a jumble of limbs. When he woke, Dublin 


was no longer there. Fighting a rising wave of panic, he 
stood, intending to search the house until he saw the 


boy, half-dressed, seated by the window in the kitchen. 
Dublin smirked, drinking his coffee. 


"Good morning, indeed. | see this house is clothes-optional." 
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Malcolm smiled, relieved, and shook his head. "I was 
worried. You were gone." 


Dublin scowled a little, looking back outside. "I always get 
up early. To see the sunrise. Sorry if | scared you. 


Don't worry; I'm not going anywhere." He sighed with an 
exquisitely bittersweet sound. "I'm staying right here, as 
long as you need me." 


Reassured, Malcolm sighed and returned to his room to 
dress, grinning like a lunatic at the knowledge that 


this had not been just a dream; this was an enduring reality. 
He felt happier than he ever had in his life, and 


if not out of all his life in total, then he was certainly more 
contented than he had been in a long time. 


Stooping over his desk to retrieve his glasses, he paused. 
The papers which had been lying there had been 


disturbed and, on the uppermost leaf an elegant hand had 
scrawled, "This is lovely. Would you write me 


poetry?" He picked it up, staring, unsure if he should be 
flattered or feel a sense of violation; he was a very private 
person and no one had ever been inclined to rifle through 
his manuscripts before. They were his 


solitary hobby. Virginia had always detested verse and found 
fiction dull and, though she used to smile 


when he attempted to share his writing with her, she 
eventually exclaimed, "Malcolm, you know | think it's 


boring. I'm sorry and | support your interests, but please 
find someone who understands and appreciates the 


stuff to share it with, instead of me. | can't help you with it." 
"Would you write me poetry?" 


No one had ever asked such a thing of him before. Delighted 
and inspired, Malcolm Hall sat at his desk, 


retrieved a fresh sheet of paper and he wrote. 


A week passed without incident, as if the two of them had 
been living together for years. Dublin was quiet 


and undemanding, surprisingly affectionate at the strangest 
of times; the selkie was perceptive and helpful. 


With little else to do, he decided that Malcolm's house 
needed to be thoroughly cleaned, beginning with the 


bedroom, proclaiming he refused to live in such dusty 
squalor. Malcolm, for his part, was too entranced by 


every movement the selkie made to care. Suddenly, 
everything he saw was so overwhelmingly inspiring; he 


struggled, not to capture it, but to write it all down before 
another thought emerged in its place to banish it 


forever, forgotten in the frenzy. 


It did not occur to him until two weeks into their 
cohabitation what, exactly, the selkie was doing. 


Meticulously, Dublin scoured every room, dusting every 
object, polishing, washing, organizing, re- 


arranging, poking and prodding. Nothing was left 
untouched. He searched through Malcolm's desk first, 


arranging all the papers, taking out the drawers entirely to 
search behind and beneath, to find if there were 


any empty, hidden spaces there to see. He poured over the 
house's many bookshelves, taking each book 


down and flipping through the pages, touching them 
gingerly and with unrelenting motivation, as though 


just the right one might yield a clue or provide an entrance 
to some secret passage beneath the floor, leading 


elsewhere. He scrubbed the floorboards, carefully, looking 
for edges he could wrench loose. He disassembled 


the sofa and put it back together again. He cleaned out 
Malcolm's car. 


It became evident that the selkie was searching for his skin. 
Malcolm knew that by the end of three weeks' 


time, Dublin would delve into the attic. Nervously, Malcolm 
conjured up the key from among the 


collection Dublin had assembled in his quest, locked the 
attic door tight shut, and threw the slender piece of 


metal into the lake, where it sank twenty feet down in the 
clear, cold water. By the end of the month, the 


rest of the house was clean and the selkie satisfied that his 
Skin was nowhere he had been. Surely, he had 


tried the attic door and found it locked, knowing that was 
the one place, now, that his seal-skin could be. 


But Dublin made no indication either way. 


The month allotted came and went. The selkie said nothing. 
Malcolm did nothing, realizing that he had 


never intended to let Dublin go to begin with. He felt a hot 
and strangely satisfying shame after that every 


time he saw that lovely face or held it in his hands, coaxing 
a lazy kiss from that beautiful mouth. He was 


being dishonest with both the selkie and himself, but 
refused to acknowledge he was doing something 


terrible in attempting to deceive them both. Malcolm could 
not conceive of a world without Dublin in it 


anymore. He never wanted their affair to end, but, as time 
went on, Dublin began to grow more distant, 


sitting by the lake's edge and sighing for hours, spending all 
his waking moments in the water, or nearby it. 
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Finally, unable to bear the silence when he spoke, the polite 
responses on occasion, their subdued and 


uninterested sex life, a motionless body in his arms at night 
before they went to sleep, three months after the 


selkie's arrival, Malcolm asked, "Dublin, do you like me?" 


"What do you mean?" Dublin mumbled sleepily, parting 
dark, delicate lashes, turning up a squinting eye 


from where his face lay buried in the pillow. "Course I do. Of 
course | like you. Why would | stay with you 


and sleep with you, and whatever else, if | didn't like you? 
Stupid." Yawning, he stretched, blankets falling down around 
his waist to expose an expanse of creamy skin. 


Malcolm sighed, propping himself up on one elbow, running 
his fingers lightly over Dublin's side, afraid if 


he pressed too hard, the selkie would break. "I mean, do you 
find me attractive?" 


Dublin let out a lazy laugh. "Attractive? | think you're hot." 


Pausing, taking Dublin's hand in his own, kissing it, holding 
it close, Malcolm asked, "What | mean to say 


is, do you love me?" His penetrating gaze bored into the 
selkie, who withdrew his hand and turned away. 


"| guess," Dublin said. "I dunno. You love me?" 


The lukewarm response broke Malcolm's heart, something 
deep inside him snapping, coming to a halt with 


a sudden and jarring lurch. It made him angry. "Of course | 
do. Of course. Yes, | love you more than 


anything." 


Dublin sighed. "That can't be true. I'm sorry, it just can't be. 
You're a liar. But | do love you, Malcolm. | do." He did not 
accuse Malcolm of anything specific, his words curt and 
resigned. 


“How can you say that?" Malcolm insisted, sitting up 
straight. "How can you possibly say that about me? | would 
never lie to you." 


The selkie glanced sadly back at Malcolm, tears in his eyes. 
"But you have. It's because | love you that | let you do it to 
me. If | wanted to leave, if | wanted to hurt you like that, 
don't you think | would've gone 


already? Do you think | don't know where you keep it 
hidden? You haven't gone back to look at it, so sure 


you kept it safe. What makes you think it's even still there?" 


As Malcolm, shocked and hurt, tried to formulate a 
response, Dublin declared, "And now you'll be angry at 


me for looking! As if | didn't have a right to take back what 
you stole from me! You don't understand what 


it's like, Malcolm, you don't get it! | mean, what do you 
expect me to do? It's like some demented game of 


hide and seek, you know? I can't do anything else, Malcolm, 
| can't! You've kept my freedom away from 


me! That isn't love! You, you of all people should know how 
it hurts, being held prisoner against your 


nature, not being allowed to be what you are! And what | 
am isn't human and what | am doesn't belong 


here, no matter how much I wish I could stay!" 


"What?" Malcolm demanded. "What? How can you say that | 
don't love you? I've taken care of you, 


bought you everything that you need. I've written you 
dozens of poems-" 


"I know!" The selkie wailed. "I know and I'm grateful, but 
that isn't enough! None of that's what matters, Malcolm, 
and you just don't see it! | don't have to justify myself to 
you; it's what anyone would do, what 


I've done! | don't get why you don't want me to be who | 
am; | don't understand why you try so hard to 


keep me here!" He cried. Dublin put his beautiful face to his 
hands and sobbed, and sobbed, and sobbed. 


When Malcolm tried to hold him close, to comfort him, 
Dublin bawled, "Please, Malcolm! Leave me 


alone!" 


Getting dressed, the baffled man left the bedroom and went 
to walk along the soothing shore of the lake, 


the day dawning, hot and humid. When he returned, Dublin 
was gone and the attic door was open, the 


knob carefully removed, set beside the boxes, along witha 
rusty screwdriver. There was no trace of dust on 
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the floor and the room was completely empty, but for the 
whisper of the wind through an open window. 


Around him another day bloomed, beautifully, the silence of 
the empty house resounding. 
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To Awaken from the Dream 
by Ariel Graham 


Briony's goodbye had already started to slip away by the 
time he entered underground. Last night she had 


tried to see him off with all the depth of feeling she could 
muster but for Briony there wasn't much depth. 


She was a princess, pink and blond with her perfect 
Brazilian and her polished nails and toes, her hair just 


the right shade of blond, her nose just the right ski jump 
angle by Dr. Bob who did everybody's noses when 


they reached sixteen. 


Theo didn't care about any of it. Heir apparent to his father's 
kingdom of software and electronics, he'd still 


managed to spend every college summer out west, working 
construction, getting sun, building muscle, 


getting laid. Every year he'd tell himself he wasn't going 
back and every fall he returned to Long Island in 


time to greet Briony as she returned from the Hamptons, 
not so much tan as golden and glowing. Sparkly. 


And slick. Sometimes he thought he'd slide right off her. 
Other times he thought there wasn't enough room 


for him to slide in. And the night before she had said 
goodbye, a last meal for the condemned man and he'd 


nearly choked on it. Holding her, she was all cling and need 
and when she took him in her mouth he felt an 


obstruction in his own throat. 


Ari's breast brushed against his arm and Theo started, 
looked around at the others. Three girls, three boys, 


Ivy Leaguers all. Slim (anorexic). Tall (growth hormones). 
Attractive (money). All the latest styles, in good 


taste, of course. Two of the girls were blond. Ari was a 
throwback to some non-Aryan edge of her line. The 


other two boys were thin with gym-toned muscle and 
carefully styled hair. Just looking at the group gave 


Theo a surge of irritation. 


He couldn't think of a group less prepared to fight for their 
lives. 


They were hopeless. 


"Which way?" he asked to break the silence and get them 
moving and that started them all talking, all at once, each 
needing to be heard above the others. 


Kimmy and Liam, Brad and Stephanie. Stef was trying to get 
a signal on her cell and almost crying in 


frustration. Who she thought was going to save her was 
beyond Theo -- it was their most loved ones who 


had sent them here -- their parents. Who else was there? 
Everyone else in such circles was busy doing lunch. 


Kimmy was alternately crying against Brad's Brooks 
Brothers shirt front and text messaging, while Liam had 


his laptop out and set up, determined to find a map of the 
labyrinth and lead them out. Liam, the hero of 


the day. 


There was no map of this place. Technically it didn't exist. 
Theo grew up in Silver Peak's corporate offices, 


harassing secretaries, reading stock reports, eating lunch 
out of vending machines with the cleaning crew 


because his daddy was too busy to go to lunch or was 
lunching downtown with Someone Important. As a 


boy Theo had explored every inch of the building, hidden in 
air ducts in the women's bathroom, and the 


men's, and ridden the elevators, hindered the plant people 
(greens, the staff called them), read annual 


reports and learned how to make creme brulee from a bored 
caterer. But every time he got close to 


underground his father's radar kicked in and someone 
brought him back. 


All that time, trying to find the source of the sounds that 
periodically shook the building -- the roaring, 


bestial sounds. 


"It's just the heating/air conditioning/waste 
system/shredder," people told him. "It's nothing, Theo, don't 
worry about it." 


He worried about it. And he searched. But he never got 
underground. 
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Now he was here and it was the last place on earth he 
wanted to be. 


"| got a signal!" Steffy cried. Her face flushed and her hair 
was almost in disarray. She waved the phone at them all, 
then shushed them and listened intently for an instant 
before her face crumpled. 


"| told you so," Brad said. "Gold Company is not going to let 
any Silver Peak signals out. We are cut off." 


He looked ready to cry. 


Ari slipped to his side and laid one hand on his arm. Her 
other hand continued to worry the ball of string 


she carried and refused to let go of. "What good would it do? 
We're here. People know we are here. If 


someone was going to do something, they would have." She 
looked around at the circle of faces, her eyes 


large and dark. "We are the spoils of war. Gold Company has 
taken Silver Peak. We are the sacrifices." 


"But here," Liam said. "I used to have nightmares about this 
place when | was a kid." 


Theo felt his own eyebrows raise. "Why?" He'd spent so 
much time trying to get down here. 


Liam shrugged and pointed straight ahead with his chin. 
"Look at it." 


Hallways leading off of hallways. The walls were institutional 
gunmetal gray with a high sheen. The airy 


twelve foot ceilings upstairs gave way underground to seven 
or eight feet. Theo kept wanting to duck. And 


everywhere the hallways. They should lead to things, to 
mechanical rooms and electrical rooms and 


plumbing rooms, but the doors led to more hallways, 
marked only at intervals and only with fire 


extinguishers and the ever present axe under glass. 


Tableau. Brad and Stephanie still argued about the cell 
phone. Stephanie was actually crying now, but ina 


refined and proper way. Her mascara did not run. Liam still 
searched for floor plans that didn't exist. 


Kimmy had given up and leaned against a wall, waiting. The 
two men wore Brooks Brothers and white 


starched shirts, cuff links, tie pins, aftershave and razor 
cuts. The two women wore Prada and Ann Klein, 


inappropriate heels and expressions of betrayal and distrust. 


Beside him Ari wore a dark pullover sweater and jeans, 
running shoes. Theo was dressed similarly, in 


functional clothes. His mother had been incredulous, his 
father scandalized. "You're going in that?" Old tshirt, vibrant 
blue. Blue jeans. Briony had asked the same things as she 
dressed after her pre-dawn visit. 


"You're wearing that?" She blotted her lips on a tissue and 
Theo wondered again how she did that, how she could suck 
him off without even smudging her lipstick. 


"I'm going underground," he had said. "It's not like it 
matters." 


"It always matters," she'd said and Theo, now standing by 
the elevators which had locked behind them, 


thought two things: first, that no one ever came back from 
underground. No one. Ever. And second, that at 


least he no longer had to marry Briony. There was a bright 
side. 


The sound came then, the sound from his childhood -- a 
rough, angry roar that shook the hallways. 


Everyone flinched and moved closer to what they were 
doing, trying to ignore it. Only Ari reacted. She 


nudged him. "Let's go." She held the ball of string in her 
hands, the first couple feet of it knotted and grayed where 


she'd played with it nonstop. 


"Go?" He sounded incredibly stupid to his own ears. "We're 
just supposed to wait here." He spread his hands 
reasonably, a gesture his father had made countless times 
as Theo was growing up. 


Ari turned away from the hall in front of them and glared. 
"Who told you that?" 


"My father." He'd told them all. They were Silver Peak's 
tithe, the answer to Gold Co's demands. They 


were the future of the corporation, its life's blood. They were 
special. They were chosen. 
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"You always do everything your father tells you?" 


Theo flushed. "No." He sounded sulky. And six. He'd gone 
away every summer, hadn't he? Worked with 


his hands and sweat. 
But he'd come back every fall, too. 


"Look, we can stay here with them, or we can try to get out 
of here." Ari waved a hand at them and the 


others didn't even flinch at her contempt. Liam still worked 
frantically at his laptop, sobbing now, 


apparently unaware the screen had gone black and blank. 
Kimmy sprawled on the floor, alternately shaking 


her phone and saying into it, "Mommy? Mommy? Please 
pick up. Please don't do this to me. Mommy. 


Please." Brad had backed Stephanie into a wall. Her shirt 
was open and Brad kept nuzzling her breasts while 


Stephanie stared over his head and down the hall, where 
the lights were going off, one by one. Her eyes were 


wide in unreasoning panic. 
Theo nodded. "Go where?" 


"Anywhere. Out. We're supposed to just wait here. Some 
kind of character test? Some kind of test of will? 


Or what? Stay here till they come back for us? What kind of 
test is that? Or do they think we'll believe we're 


going to enter into mentor relationships with Gold Co? Is 
that what we're supposed to believe? How stupid 


do they think we are?" She pulled on the string, apparently 
testing the strength. 


Theo looked doubtfully at the others and nodded. "Nobody 
ever comes back from underground," he said, 


and Ari nodded. "What's the string for?" 


The sound came again, closer now, something like a beast 
in the jungle, something no one could identify 


until all hope was lost and it was far, far too late. The sort of 
sound that comes before the screaming and the 


Snarling and the rending. 


Ari shuddered and crossed the hallway without looking in 
the direction of the sound. "If this is a pick up 


location, where they come back for us, we'll come back to it. 
If we don't get out some other way." She tied 


the string to a doorknob and tested it. It held. "If it isn't it 
won't matter much but at least we can find our way back to 
the elevators." 


"And them," Theo said. 


Ari nodded. Brad bit Stephanie's breast, Liam typed on his 
unresponsive laptop, Kimmy cried. Down the 


hallway another light went out, the darkness advancing 
Slowly, as if savoring their fear. Ari eyed the 


darkness. "This way." She took Theo's hand in hers, grasped 
the string in her other hand, and lead him 


away from the elevators and the others and the life he had 
known. 


The sound came again, a booming echo, like nothing he'd 
ever heard before, and Theo couldn't tell if it 


came from behind them or if they were heading directly 
toward it. 


"We've been going forever," Theo said and he felt Ari's hand 
twitch in his, but she wouldn't let go of him to check her 
watch. If she'd even be able to see it. The lights had 
stopped blinking out ahead of them and 


behind them and now just faded down dimmer and dimmer. 
Theo trailed one hand along the wall as they 


walked, Ari unraveling the string to lead them back through 
the maze behind them. He doubted it 


mattered, didn't believe they'd ever go back. The darkness 
was complete and the sounds came from all 


around them now, distant, then closer, echoing. Angry. 


Finally, he stopped. Ari turned to him, impatient and afraid. 
"We can't stay here." She pulled at him and Theo used both 
hands to hold her still. 
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"Ari, there's no point. There's nowhere to go. There's 
nowhere to go to. There's no end to this, there's only maze." 


But she stared past him, eyes wide, something on her face 
he couldn't read, maybe she'd seen a way out, 


maybe light. Her hand shook in his though and he turned 
Slowly, afraid, heart pounding again. 


A being strode out of the darkness or the darkness fell back 
from it. 


Tall, Theo thought. So tall. Over six feet and his skin glowed, 
gleamed like satin, a dusky blue gray, cloaked 


with iridescent pearl white that flowed behind him. Black 
hair fell straight and smooth, glossy raven's 


mantle across his shoulders which were wide and strong and 
capped, to chest and stomach, hard and smooth 


and a funny color of dusk or sunset. Corded legs that ended 
in taloned feet and the V of shoulders, chest 


and abs led down to a lean waist and a roused, hard cock. 


Theo tore his eyes away from the figure, looked behind 
them, but the hallway, blank and featureless, 


receded like a dream and when he turned back he saw the 
creature of the maze did not wear a cloak of 


Startling pearl white but wings cascaded from his shoulders, 
longer than he stood tall, iridescent in what 


remained of the light. 


Ari fell. Theo might have let go of her wrist or she might 
have tugged too hard to free herself. But she fell, 


breath jarred from her, and scrabbled, gasping, hands and 
feet pushing her backward. Theo stood alone as 


the creature reached them and he lifted a hand against it -- 
stop, or please, or don't. 


The beast came on, long strides, black hair and white wings, 
pressed forward until Theo's hand pressed flat 


against its chest and then it stopped and all motion was 
forgotten. 


The bluegray skin gave off heat. Theo's hand ached with it. 
Startled, he tried to pull back but the being 


pulled Theo against it, with a strength he couldn't hope to 
match. The labyrinth brightened as the wings 


came up around them, holding Theo in a close embrace. He 
heard Ari shout but the sound was already 


distant and muted. 


This is what he had heard all those years as a boy growing 
up at Silver Peak. This was the source of the 


sound that had haunted his dreams, driven Liam to 
nightmares, the sound that had filled Theo's wet dreams 


as a boy, turned to nightmares for him as well in recent 
college years. 


He stared blankly at his hand where it pressed against the 
creature's flesh. His hand trembled. He could still 


hear Ari shouting and taste the metallic fear in his mouth. 
His stomach muscles spasmed and his pecs 


caught the motion and shook. He felt as if he were coming 
apart. 


When he looked up into the creature's eyes, he stopped 
moving. There was fear, yes. But the terror that had 


driven him through the maze with Ari had vanished, 
replaced with a kind of awe. The eyes were full of 


ancient wisdom, with cunning and strength and stealth. 
Theo saw death in the creature's eyes, but also life. 


The being lowered its awful head and took Theo's mouth 
with its own. The mouth was both hard and soft, 


different than a woman's. The creature didn't wait for Theo's 
acceptance; its mouth covered his and the 


rough/soft tongue slipped inside, different, deeper and 
rougher than anything he had experienced before. 


Theo panicked, struggled and the creature clasped his upper 
arms, holding him, pulling him into the kiss, 


tongue lightly lapping the edge of Theo's lips until Theo felt 
an undoing, an unraveling, like Ari's string 


played out behind them to guide them back. 


Something fell away from Theo at that moment. A pulse 
started pounding in his head. His hands moved 


involuntarily, seeking purchase. Hunger woke. His cock 
stirred inside his jeans, stiffened, beat against the 


denim in jerks and twitches, straining. 


The kiss broke and the creature stared up and out of its own 
wings, Theo still locked inside. It watched 
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something, Ari perhaps, though Theo could no longer hear 
her calling and he wanted to draw the creature's 


attention back to himself when it stirred again, looked back 
down at him. The hands moved up to Theo's 


Shoulders and slowly pushed him down. 


He sank to his knees before the creature and as Briony had 
ever done, he opened his mouth. Panic again. 


He didn't know what to do. He'd had this done to him, but to 
do it -- he'd never imagined, never thought, 


never even wondered. 


As Theo opened his mouth and the creature plunged inside, 
filling him, hard slick salt feeling, he sucked 


and tasted and wondered, there was texture and taste and 
the sound of his own mouth like the sound of 


Briony's on him. The creature's hands played in his hair, 
twining and pulling, keeping him trapped. He 


couldn't see its face when he looked up; it had thrown its 
head back and looked up beyond its own wings 


even as the hips began to buck and Theo stiffened, afraid 
again, wanting to pull away but held close and 


tight by his hair. 


He tightened his lips around the creature's cock -- hard and 
thick and long -- and the being came into him, 


filled him while Theo swallowed and drank and something in 
the taste was familiar and welcome, 


something in it shot down below his belt and his dick 
swelled harder against his jeans. He moaned, realized 


he hadn't spoken. Realized he could no longer hear Ari at 
all. He started to call but the creature pulled him 


up, hands with clawed nails caught his arms and spun him 
and Theo wondered if he'd seen contempt in 


those eyes. 


With a single motion the creature shredded Theo's pants, 
had him poised naked before it and Theo 


shouted, stumbled forward, but the wings held fast as any 
wall that cannot be breached. He put his hands 


out against the wings, pushing forward, away and out, he 
told himself -- or only bracing himself. 


He felt the dark hands roam down his body. Hands cupped 
his ass and squeezed and pulled his cheeks 


apart. Theo made an uncertain noise. One of the hands 
moved away, came back slick and wet and slid into 


the crevice between his cheeks, stroked and prodded and 
Slipped inside, wet, so wet and slick, preparing the 


way. Theo cried out, tried to move away, and felt the tip of 
the being's erection find his hole. 


Penetration, at first just the head, a mingling of pain and 
pleasure that made him jerk and gasp within the 


grasp. He shouted again and in that moment the being 
behind him slid all the way in, deep inside Theo, 


and took up a rhythm that rocked them both, fucking him 
while Theo struggled to keep his feet and cried 


out over and over. 


The hands left his hips, moved around front. His cock was 
caught and held tightly and then the hands 


began to stroke. Time became meaningless. Light and dark 
interchanged. He wasn't sure if the wings were 


moving, opening and closing, or if he imagined darkness 
and light within the wings as the hands stroked out 


the rhythm, faster and faster, the cock slid into him and 
pressed in and out until both Theo and his teacher 


caught their breath and the being pressed in, in, in while 
Theo gasped and twitched and everything he had 


ever known changed as he shot come onto the pearl white 
wings and the being inside him filled him with 


mystery. 


When the wings parted he saw Ari first. She lay against the 
wall with her head cradled on the breast of a 


woman who lay beside her, a slender, long limbed being 
with midnight skin and raven's wings. Ari's ball of 


string was undone, wrapped a dozen times around her 
wrists and ankles. Her skin shone with sweat, a 


healthy gleam. She looked utterly content as she smiled up 
at Theo, completely naked and unconcerned. 


From behind him the Minotaur spoke. 


"You have passed the test, solved the mystery of the 
labyrinth which is no more or less than the mystery of 


your souls." A pause, while the creature turned Theo and 
held his eyes. "You are released." 


No one ever returns from underground. No one. Ever. 
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Theo rolled down the wall, legs spread out before him, 
jeans-clad once more. The jeans were shredded, but 


serviceable. Decent. The shirt he discarded. The Minotaur 
had torn it. Ari slowly unrolled the string from 


her ankles; Theo had freed her hands after the beings had 
departed, their wings moving together as they 


disappeared into the darkness. 


Ari rolled the string into a ball, slowly, seeming to savor the 
feeling of it between her fingers, the way it spun off her 
ankles until she was free and even then she kept her ankles 
crossed together, as if recalling the feeling of being bound 
even as she was freed. 


When the only piece of string that remained unbound was 
the strand that led back into the hallways, she 


stood reluctantly and held out a hand to help Theo to his 
feet. "I guess we go back," she said. 


Theo didn't speak. A pleasant ache spread through him, a 
quiet confusion and louder contentment. He 


couldn't see any reason to go back, or even to answer her. 
There was no reason not to be where they were. 


Until Ari said, "There's no food here," and looked at him as if 
he'd spoken his desire to stay. 


Theo's stomach rumbled on cue and he laughed. "No one 
ever returns from underground." He looked at 


her seriously. Others must have come this far before. 


Ari shrugged. "Maybe no one has ever solved the maze 
before. We can only try." She winked at him and 


moved forward into the dimness, rolling the string up as she 
went, and Theo followed her. 


It took less time to go back than it had to go out in the first 
place. It always seemed that way on trips, 


especially when you didn't want to return. There were no 
landmarks, only repeating hallways, but they both 


knew they were getting close. Just before the last turn Ari 
reached out and took his hand and Theo, afraid 


and uncertain why, took it. 


The others lay where they had fallen. Liam, beautiful Liam 
with the willowy thinness and sculptured muscle 


and perfect hair, lay face down on his laptop. Blood pooled 
under his body, spread to mingle with Kimmy's 


where she lay against a hallway wall, cell phone still trapped 
in her hand and a message repeating, tinny and 


strange, "We're sorry, but Gold Co cannot allow Silver Peak 
calls on this frequency. Please try your call 


again later." 


Stephanie and Brad had fallen together. Maybe a last ditch 
effort to preserve the way of life they already 


knew. They were still co-joined where they lay together on 
the floor, the blood seeping out from between 


them and neither Theo nor Ari felt any need to discover 
where the blood came from. The others were dead; 


that was all. There was nothing more to be said. No one 
returns from underground anyway; there would be 


no questions in that regard. 


Ari looked slowly at the others, then stiffened her shoulders 
and stepped away, held out a hand for Theo to 


join her. There was a future ahead of them, different from 
what they had ever expected for themselves. 


They were leaving underground. 


"Have we slain the Jabberwock?" Theo asked. He kept his 
back firmly turned toward the others and faced 


the elevators where he stood. 


Ari gave the others one last look and turned to him. "We 
have bested the Minotaur," she said, "and we have slain our 
demons. That will have to be enough." 


She pressed the button to call the elevator and they stood 
listening to the clanking of machinery as the car 


came, neither speaking, each lost in their own thoughts. 
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By Lawrence Barker 


Oha'i's smooth chest flexed as he lifted the cloth-wrapped 
body of King Wana. He fastened the corpse to his 


broad shoulders with a vine rope. Oha'i fingered the aluka 
Shell necklace, the badge of slavery, about his 


neck. He glanced at old Coconut Skin, his master. (The old 
man's name was actually Hilananua, but his 


complexion made Oha’'i secretly name him 'Coconut Skin'.) 
Despite Coconut Skin's age, the old man's eyes 


were as watchful as those of a nohu fish, skulking on the 
bottom to poison and devour whatever 


approached. 


"Go now," Coconut Skin commanded. Oha'i checked the 
unlit torch at his waist. He glanced down the 


sacred cliff, so tall that a man thrown from the top would not 
strike bottom for many heartbeats. Oha’i 


grabbed the vine rope and slid down the cliff's sheer face. 


Since the beginning, dead kings had been interred in lava 
tube caves. Proper burial was crucial, since death 


did not diminish a king's mana, the royal power. Disaster -- 
exactly what no one who knew would Say -- 


followed if someone removed a dead king's woodrose 
seedpod lei, all that held that mana in check. That was 


why the elders kept, except in the most general terms, the 
secret of a dead king's burial place. Oha'i snorted 


impatiently. With one king per cave, what would happen 
when the caves were exhausted? Let elders worry 


about such matters. A slave, like Oha'i, needn't care. 


But old Coconut Skin had promised Oha’'i his freedom. All 
Oha'i had to do was hide the royal remains ina 


particular cave on the cliff overlooking Laniki Bay. Freedom 
was as important to Oha'i as food or warmth. 


It had -- so far -- eluded him. 


Halfway down the cliff, Oha'i paused at one of the few 
ledges overgrown with ferns. Oha'i gazed over the 


island that had been his home for the past nine years. The 
sun, a sinking orange flame, warmed his tired 


flesh. The next island's snow-covered mountain peaks 
teased him with their promise of cool relief. The 


pounding surf, where Oha'i had watched King Wana ride the 
waves in royal glory, formed an extended sigh. 


Images of the king, muscles bulging as the earth-bound god 
skimmed the waves, danced in Oha’'i's mind. 


Once, Oha'i had even gotten close enough to smell King 
Wana's musky sweat. The King's nearness had left 


him giddy. But then the king's four wives -- three young men 
and one woman, the latter taken to secure an 


agreement with another island -- had descended and 
shooed him, just a young slave, away. But that would 


happen no more; King Wana had fallen from his board and 
drowned. 


“Move your worthless bones!" Coconut Skin called from 
above, ending Oha'i's reverie. 


Oha'i glanced upward. Coconut Skin might wear mourning's 
traditional palm-leaf necklace, but the old 


man sounded more impatient than mournful. What else 
might one expect? King Wana ignored Coconut 


Skin when the old man spoke in council. In contrast, 
Kalamahi, King Wana's nephew, hung on Coconut 


Skin's every word. The island's dreaming kahuna, who 
always dreamed true, forecast that Kalamahi would 


wear the feathered royal robes after Wana's death. That 
settled matters -- Kalamahi would become king 


three days after King Wana's burial. Then Coconut Skin 
would number among the island's most powerful 


men. 
With a sigh, Oha'i slid down the vine rope. 


The mouth of the selected cave was wide, but so low that 
Oha'i could barely crawl through ... if the sharp 


stones allowed that. Oha'i glanced at the other cave 
mouths. Several were large enough for him to stand 


upright. 


Oha'i lowered himself to the next cave down. What would 
looking hurt? How many opportunities were 


there to examine the sacred burial caves, poised between 
sea and sky? 
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The stones about the lower cave's mouth were smooth, 
unlike those of its immediate neighbor's. The 


island's chill breath poured from the cave's mouth in the 
form of a cooling breeze. The wind lapped the 


sun-beckoned sweat from Oha'i's skin. He shivered with 
pleasure. Oha'i made a decision. "I am at the 


proper cave mouth," he called up. What did his lie matter? 
Who would know the difference? 


"Are you Sure it's the right one?" Coconut Skin replied. The 
surf almost swallowed the old man's voice. 


"Absolutely," Oha'i lied again. He removed the hibiscus 
sticks and bundle of coconut fibers from his pouch and 
pulled himself out of the cave mouth's breeze. He wrapped 
the sticks in the coconut fibers and rubbed 


the sticks together. The fibers smoked, then burst into 
flame. Oha'i lit the torch and waved it about. 


"Now hide the body so it will never be found." Coconut Skin 
ordered. 


"And | will be free?" Oha'i fingered his aluka shell necklace. 


"| have so promised," Coconut Skin replied. 


Oha'i shouldered King Wana's body. He slid down the vine 
rope. He slipped inside the cave. 


The torch's flickering orange light revealed a black-walled 
lava tube, far more uneven than the cliff. Oha'i 


hefted the dead king. Torch in hand, he strode into the 
depths. 


As Oha'i left the sun's light behind, the sacred cave grew 
wider and taller. Firelight no longer reached the 


walls and ceiling. Eager, Oha'i raised the torch high. In the 
shadows lay twin heaps, clearly not part of the 


lava tube. Curiosity aroused, Oha'i approached for a better 
look. 


One heap was a cloth bundle, identical to the one that 
contained King Wana's body. The other was a brown 


pouch of wrinkled skin, its bony knees curled to its 
perpetually screaming mouth. The firelight cast deep 


Shadows in the empty pits of its eyes. 


About the desiccated corpse's neck hung an aluka shell 
necklace. 


Oha'i staggered. Had slaves always hid dead kings and then 
been left to die? Oha'i dropped King Wana's 


body. He dashed back to the cave's mouth. The fading light 
showed that the vine rope still hung in place. 


Oha'i breathed a relieved sigh. His fears had been 
groundless. 


Oha'i extinguished his torch. He stuck his head out and 
grasped the rope. 


"Is King Wana buried?" Coconut Skin shouted down. 


"Yes," Oha'i shouted back. His words were almost true. He 
had left the body in the sacred cave. 


Without a word, Coconut Skin cut the rope. It fell, leaving 
Oha'i holding a rope too short to do him any 


good. 


Stranded, Oha'i screamed his shock and anger, calling 
Coconut Skin every loathsome name that occurred to 


him. After a bit, his voice grew hoarse. 


Oha'i leaned against the cave wall. Was it better to curse his 
betrayer or to seek a way out? He relit the torch 


and headed back into the cave. 


Oha'i searched until the torch sputtered in dying flames. He 
had found only an opening from which the 


wind blew. That aperture, too small for Oha'i's hand, 
provided no escape route. Eventually, as Oha'i 


returned to King Wana and the bodies of the nameless king 
and slave, the torch flickered out. Darkness 


Snapped shut. 
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For a few heartbeats, Oha'i felt utterly defeated. What hope 
did he have? Then a dark thought came. His 


hands trembled. Dare he commit such a crime? It would be 
the ultimate insult to the gods. 


Oha'i's hands steadied, then became fists. Had any gods 
heard his prayers for freedom? Oha'i's lips twisted. 


"Disaster follows if a dead king's lei is removed?" he 
muttered. "Then let it." 


Feeling his way to King Wana, Oha'i ripped away the 
wrapping. Oha'i's angry fingers closed about the 


woodrose lei, the charm that bound the beautiful dead 
king's mana. He tore the lei into tiny pieces. 


After a moment, Oha'i expended his fury. He sat beside the 
body. The cave's depths sheltered him from the 


sun and rain, but from its mouth, he would be able to see 
Sky and sea. "Better to die beneath the stars." The moon, he 
reasoned, should have appeared, chasing the stars across 
the dark sky. Oha'i rose, intending to 


stumble through the darkness until he found the cave's 
mouth. 


A hand grasped his ankle. 


Oha'i's heart pounded. Panic took him. His only thought was 
of flight. Another hand reached up and 


pulled him down. 


The hands rose up over his body. A weight, hard and 
insistent, pinned him. Lips -- hard and smooth, like 


polished wood -- closed on Oha'i's throat. Something spear- 
point sharp brushed his skin. He tried to 


scream, but he could only produce a soft moan. He tried to 
struggle, but his arms and legs ignored his 


commands. The jagged-edge pain came again. A trickle of 
warm, sticky liquid ran down his neck. A tongue, 


hard and commanding, licked it away. 


One of the grasping hands slid down his body. It stopped at 
his loincloth. Much to Oha’'i's surprise, his ule, 


the center of his manhood, stood erect and solid. The lips 
slid down his chest and stomach, the sharpness 


just at -- but never quite crossing -- the threshold into pain. 
The fingertips traced a spiraling trail down over Oha'i's 
torso, each leaving a tingling trail of almost-pleasure. 


Oha'i trembled. Had some god come to punish him? But, if 
so, why did the fingertips fill him with 


Shivering anticipation instead of burning torment? And why 
did his ule grow harder by the moment? 


Once again, Oha’'i tried to escape. Once again, his body 
disobeyed. Only now he was not certain that he 


wanted to break free. 


The lips jumped from his stomach to his thighs. The tongue, 
hard and pulsing, drew tiny ascending circles 


inside his thighs. For an instant, the lips left Oha'i's flesh. A 
rock-hard finger plunged into Oha’'i's mouth 


and then was removed. The finger, wet with his own saliva, 
slid down Oha'i's body. It pushed its way 


between his buttocks, deep into his pukah. There was an 
instant of pain, followed by a strange, pleasurable 


sensation. 


Oha'i's paralysis suddenly ended. His extended hand felt a 
royal feathered crown atop the head of the body 


atop him. "King Wana?" Oha'i gasped, the image of the dead 
king's shapely torso dancing in his head. 


There was no response. Instead, the lips descended on his 
ule. 


The finger in his pukah wriggled as the lips traversed his 
ule. Pressure built within Oha'i. Just as he thought 


he would explode, he felt the teeth behind the lips. The 
teeth barely suggested themselves -- Oha'i was not 


certain that he would call it pain. The sensation -- cutting 
and sharp, but still sweet as all the flowers of 


Laniki Bay's shores -- filled him with roiling pressure, such as 
he had never known. Could he stand more? 


Would his spirit flee the flesh, dispelled by delirious 
pleasure? Might he simply ride a wave of euphoria, a 


roaring tide of ecstasy, away into the darkness? 
Oha'i cried out, with a roar of passion. 


The finger drove deeper into his pukah. 
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Then came the tsunami. 


Oha’'i felt himself explode, spraying hot liquid flame into the 
encompassing lips. All the world -- the lava 


tube, Coconut Skin's betrayal, Oha'i's longing for freedom -- 
collapsed into a point of shimmering light. 


Then the lips and the finger were gone. Oha'i trembled, the 
last echoes of pleasure echoing through his 


body. 


Without a word, the hands drug him to his feet. "King 
Wana?" he asked again. 


The only answer was a sound like teeth penetrating flesh. 
Oha’'i felt no pain. Had King Wana, for some 


unknown reason, bitten himself? 


Then the hard lips forced themselves against Oha'i's mouth 
in a deep and pressing kiss. A syrupy liquid, like 


the thick red pulp of the pukiawe berry, only bitter and 
astringent, dripped from the lips into Oha’'i's 


mouth. Oha'i coughed, choking. Every instinct commanded 
him to spit. The lips pressed tighter. The 


viscous fluid shifted within Oha'i's mouth, as though it were 
a worm. Moving of its own accord, the fluid 


crawled down his throat. 


The hands released Oha’'i from their grip. He collapsed. A 
jellyfish-pain ripped through him. Oha'i's entire 


body itched. Waves of heat tossed within him. 


The darkness' very character changed, as though Oha'i's 
eyesight had adapted to the cave's perpetual night. 


Oha'i saw his surroundings -- the walls of the lava tube, the 
burnt remnants of his torch, the dead slave -- 


only in colors for which he had no name. 


Then he saw what loomed over him and realized why its 
flesh had felt hard, like polished wood. A skeletal 


figure, with limbs that were as small and skin as dry as the 
dead slave's, towered over Oha'i. A wound on its 


lower lip dripped a thick fluid, as viscid as cooling lava. 


Neither the figure's faded crown nor its thick, but still rock- 
hard, lips could draw Oha'i's attention from its 


serrated shark-teeth. 


"King Wana?" Oha'i moaned. Could this be desiccated horror 
be the beautiful king? 


Then Oha'i saw the bundle that he had carried, untouched. 
Beside it lay the other burial bundle's shredded 


remains. 


The mouth of the skeletal figure -- the ancient king that 
Oha'i had awakened when he destroyed its binding 


lei -- opened. Words emerged, in a voice like the roar before 
the volcano explodes in red fury. "Your mana is great," the 
ancient king said. "Otherwise, the fluid, the life | took from 
you would not have been sufficient for my needs." 


"But | am a slave," Oha'i protested. "Not of royal lineage. | 
have no mana." 


The ancient king made a rough sound that might have been 
laughter. "Mana is mana, regardless of lineage. 


Most are destined to rot in the earth, or to feed the fishes. A 
few non-royals possess sufficient mana to take 


their place among the gods." The ancient king's face twisted 
into a mask as fearsome as that of Ku, god of 


battles. "I have placed your feet on that path. The rest is up 
to you." 


"How?" Oha'i's voice trembled. "What do | do?" 


"You will know, or you will not," the ancient king replied. "If 
not, this island suffers for your ignorance." 


Then he turned to stride away, back toward the lava tube's 
depths. 
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Oha'i shivered as though he had plunged into a clear stream 
running down from a high mountain. Then he 


grew even colder. Being alone seemed unbearable. Even the 
Shark-toothed king's company was preferable. 


"Don't leave me," Oha'i moaned. 


"Then join me among the gods," the ancient king replied. 
Then he vanished into the lava tube's depths. 


Oha’'i tried to rise. His feet buckled under him. Why, he 
asked himself, had the ancient king vanished back 


into an empty cave's depths? The cave spun around. The 
pain grew worse. Consciousness fled. 


Oha'i woke. How much time had passed? Why had sleeping 
on the bare stone not left him stiff and sore? 


And why could he now see (although colors had grown even 
stranger than they had been moments ago) as 


clearly in the cave's darkness as if at noon? He did not 
know. 


Oha’'i rose. As he did, he ran his tongue over his teeth. They 
had grown jagged and sharp. The thought that 


he could, if he wished, bite through the thickest shark skin 
armor danced through his mind. He had no time 


for such foolishness, not when his hunger raged like a lava- 
lit flame. 


He strode toward the cave's mouth. The stars and moon 
blazed, brighter than any school of darting reef 


fish. Oha'i flexed his shoulders. Always strong, he now felt 
as though he could carry a whole pig -- perhaps 


two, perhaps even a fully loaded war canoe -- with ease. 


He gazed at the cliff-top. The climb had been difficult with 
the rope. Without one, it would be impossible, 


he told himself. 


Instinctively, Oha'i reached out a hand and caught the sheer 
cliff face. Without conscious volition, his 


fingers found crevices too small to conceal a fly. He lifted 
himself onto the cliff face. His other hand and his 


toes sought tiny crevices in the rock. Oha'i hung there, 
amazed at what he could now do. With less effort 


than climbing a coconut tree would once have taken, Oha'i 
ascended the cliff. 


When he reached the top, he paused. His fierce hunger 
would not be denied. He strode toward the village. 


As he neared, village swine grunted in their pens. Oha'i 
snarled. The pigs squealed in terror. Oha'i shook his 


head. He was not yet ready to face the village. The hut of 
Coconut Skin stood near. Oha'i slipped inside. 


There, on a bed of tapa cloth, Coconut Skin lay naked, on his 
back. Bliss splashed across his wrinkled face. 


Kalamahi, wearing the royal feathered robe -- although not 
the headdress that he would have worn if he had 


already been made king -- lay between Coconut Skin's legs. 
Kalamahi's head bobbed as he gave pleasure to 


the old man. 


As if some invisible god whispered into his ear, Oha'i knew 
what could satisfy his aching hunger. He 


grabbed Kalamahi and effortlessly shook the young royal as 
he might once have shaken dew from a newly- 


harvested papaya. The royal robe's feathers flew. Coconut 
Skin's ecstatic expression changed to open- 


mouthed shock. Kalamahi opened his mouth as if to scream. 


Oha'i's teeth clamped on Kalamahi's swollen ule. Oha'i bit 
down. Tissue separated. Oha'i turned. He spat 


out the morsel of severed flesh. 


Kalamahi's eyes went wide. His mouth became a soundless 
circle. 


Oha'i's mouth clamped down over Kalamahi's wound. The 
red fluid of Kalamahi's life exploded. Oha'i 


drank from the spurting fountain. After a few moments, his 
burning hunger retreated. Oha'i tossed 


Kalamahi aside. Kalamahii still lived. He writhed, blood 
spurting from his wound. Would Kalamahi die? 


Would he even want to live, with his ule gone? Oha'i did not 
know, nor care. Such matters now seemed as 


much beneath his notice as the affairs of the elders had 
seemed beyond a slave's concern. 
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Coconut Skin scuttled backwards, a brown and wrinkled 
crab. His mouth moved for several heartbeats 


before he found words. "What are you?" he asked, eyes wide 
with terror. 


"Something | was not," Oha'i answered. It was an 
unsatisfying answer, but the best one that he could give... 


for now. 


"| can free you," Coconut Skin blurted. "Don't you want 
freedom?" 


"| already have it," Oha'i replied. 


Coconut Skin's voice became a thin rattle. "Are you going to 
kill me?" 


Oha’'i licked his lips clean and considered Coconut Skin's 
question. For a dozen heartbeats, he did not know 


the answer. Coconut Skin had intended that Oha'i die in King 
Wana's burial chamber. Oha'i should kill 


the old man... but, after he drained Coconut Skin, what 
next? Would his hunger drive him from hut to 


hut, until the island was empty? What then? 


Suddenly, everything came to him with the clarity of the 
waters of Laniki Bay. Had the mana of Kalamahi's 


royal blood made him wiser? Perhaps. In any case, Oha'i 
knew what he should do. 


Without a word, Oha'i hoisted Coconut Skin onto his 
shoulders. The old man started to scream. Oha'i 


clamped a hand over Coconut Skin's mouth. Coconut Skin 
struggled to escape. The old man accomplished 


nothing. 


Carrying the old man, Oha'i walked through the sleeping 
village. Only the pigs' frightened squeals marked 


his passage. 


In moments, he reached the cliff-top. He uncovered Coconut 
Skin's mouth. "Scream if you want," Oha'i 


told him. "It will not matter." 


Oha'i descended the cliff. One arm held the struggling 
Coconut Skin. The other arm and both legs found 


the cliff face's almost invisible crevices. 


As morning turned the sky from volcanic-stone black to 
winter-ocean gray, Oha'i reached the cave where he 


had left King Wana's body. Oha'i sat Coconut Skin beside 
him and threw down his aluka shell necklace. 


“Wear this if you want a slave buried with King Wana," he 
Snapped at Coconut Skin. 


Oha'i turned to go back into the lava tube. 


The aluka shell necklace rattled behind him as Coconut 
Skin's trembling fingers touched it. 


"What will happen?" Coconut Skin's voice sounded frail and 
old. 


Oha'i shrugged. He supposed that Coconut Skin meant 
‘what will happen to me?'. That was neither the 


question asked, nor the one that Oha'i chose to answer. "I 
could bring destruction on this island," Oha'i replied. 
“Instead, | will complete the journey that | have begun." 


"Where are you going?" 


"The elders have said that the sacred caves are passages to 
the realm of the gods. Not, however, for kings 


alone. The caves admit any who rises above being human 
and becomes something else." Oha'i paused. The 


wind itself seemed to carry mana, for as he stood, he felt his 
wisdom deepen. "The wind is the breath of the gods, 
passing through a gate barred to all but the divine." 


"| don't understand," Coconut Skin responded, his voice a 
pained whine. 
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"You never will," Oha'i answered. Then he strode into the 
lava tube, following the ancient king that he, in momentary 
rage, had roused from the sleep of death. 
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Gone Fishing 


By Jules Jones 


It all started with a stroll along a private beach. Well, it 
started further back than that, with why | was 


Strolling along a private beach. My doctor told me to choose 
between making still more money on my 


Internet start-up, or living long enough to enjoy the money 
I'd already made. | took her advice, sold my 


company, and spent part of the proceeds on a house ona 
nice warm isolated beach. Peace and quiet to 


unwind, enjoy the money I'd made, and maybe come up 
with another "must have" concept. As it turned 


out, my timing was perfect, getting out just before the 
dotcom bubble burst, but | needed to get out 


anyway. I'm no entrepreneur, just a scientist who got lucky 
with a bright idea. The pressure was doing 


things to my mind. 


Which is why | didn't believe my eyes when I saw the 
mermaid. 


Beautiful, she was, sitting there on the edge of the rock 
pool. Beautiful and impossible. | thought it was a 


trick of the bright sunlight, dazzling my eyes. As | got closer, 
that explanation got harder to clutch onto. She 


looked real and so did that damned tail. She looked up at 
me and smiled, spoke. "Hello, man." 


The prosaic greeting steadied my nerves, if not my legs. | 
sat down before | fell down, close enough to touch 


her tail. It was flesh, not a costume. "You're real." 
"Of course I'm real." 


"You can't be." Well, not unless some biology research team 
hadn't bothered sending a truly spectacular paper on 
genetic engineering to Nature. "You're a mermaid. They 
don't exist." 


"Yes we do." She giggled. "We just went away for a while." 


So there | was, sitting on a rock, talking to something that 
didn't exist. Fine. People pay good money for 


chemicals to achieve this sort of experience, or so l'm told. | 
decided to enjoy it and worry about my sanity 


later. One of the nice things about being independently 
wealthy is being considered eccentric, not nutty as a 


fruitcake. Nobody would bat an eyelid if | went home, called 
a friend and said, "Hey, | met a mermaid 


today." 


"All right, mermaid. Where did you go and why have you 
come back?" 


"My name's Pearl, not mermaid. And we haven't come 
back." She leaned toward me, and dropped her voice 


a little. Nice voice, especially with that huskiness. "Actually, 
I'm not supposed to be here. But | wanted to see what the 
land was like. I've heard so many stories about it." 


"My name's Mike." | held out a hand. "Pleased to meet you, 
Pearl." The name seemed a remarkable cliché, but | 


refrained from commenting. No need to hurt the lassie's 
feelings, even if she was a figment of my 


imagination. 


She looked at my hand, looked back at my face, and then 
very gingerly shook my hand. Hers felt cool and 


damp, but otherwise human. "You're not what I expected." 
"What did you expect?" | asked. 


"Well, | Knew you might not believe in me. We've been away 
for such a long time." 


“Longer than your lifetime," | commented. 
50 
Myths 


She nodded. "But | thought you'd be scared. And if you 
weren't scared, or even if you were..." she looked down, 
then looked up at me from under her eyelashes, "Well, 
you're a man. You're supposed to be 


entranced by me." 


Well, | said she was beautiful. Entrancingly so, and | could 
see how a lonely sailor might throw himself into 


the sea to swim to her, as she sat on a rock. | genuinely 
regretted that it was wasted on me. 


"Well, lass," and then | thought that she might not be 
younger than me, in spite of appearances, "number one, | 
don't believe you're real, but my grasp on reality has been a 
bit shaky these last three months, so that's nothing new. 


Number two, I've seen a good deal worse than you in my 
nightmares. And number three, you 


are indeed a very beautiful, and undoubtedly charming, 
young lady, but even if | could work out how to 


ravish you, | wouldn't want to. I'm afraid you're rather 
wasted on me." 


She pouted at me, an appealing gesture and she obviously 
knew it. "Why?" 


"Because, my dear, you're a mer maid." 


She stared at me and | saw the moment when she 
understood. Amusement blossomed in her face and she 


threw back her head and laughed, a delighted and delightful 
pealing. Eventually she stopped. "Just my luck. 


| decide to sneak off and break the rules and | come up with 
you." 


| grinned back. "Sorry to disappoint you, pet." | decided that 
| liked this figment of my imagination. | was also less certain 
that that was what she was. | became even less certain 
when she made a grab for my groin. 


"Hey! Stop that!" 


"Just checking. You fee/ interested." She patted me 
intimately, then looked puzzled. "You're different. 


You're interested, but soft." 


Curiosity won the war with embarrassment. "Different to 
what?" 


"One of my men. Take those clothes off." 


| could see the headlines in my mind, but did as she asked. 
She handled me firmly but carefully and quite 


Clinically. "So mother wasn't exaggerating about landmen." 
She let go and calmly started asking me about sex. Not ina 
personal interest sort of way, mind. No, it was just that she 
was even more curious about how 


my body worked than | was about hers. And | was certainly 
curious about her. It turned out that she was 


half dolphin, not half fish, although the last time her people 
had made a public appearance nobody was 


bothering to make that distinction. Not rea//y half dolphin, of 
course, but a mammal, and constructed, at one end at least, 
like other sea-living mammals -- my external genitalia were 
what had fooled her as to 


whether I was interested. And she had a full measure of 
curiosity from both the human and the dolphin side 


of her nature. We drifted from sex to other topics, neither of 
us noticing the time passing by. 


Finally she noticed that the tide was receding, leaving her in 
danger of being left high and dry. "Will you be here 
tomorrow?" she asked plaintively, and | assured her that | 
would be, not voicing my doubts as to 


whether she would be. 


She was and | was and that's how | started spending several 
hours a day, whenever the tide was right, sitting 


in a rock pool talking to a mermaid. The pool wasn't totally 
enclosed at high tide, so Pearl could get in and 


out, but the rocks did provide shelter from the surf and 
somewhere for us to sit. Pearl was intelligent, 


insatiably curious, and utterly uninhibited. | delighted in her 
company, if not for the reasons she had 


expected. And then one day, | arrived at the rock pool and 
she said, "I want you to meet someone." 


There was a sudden movement under the surface of the 
water, and then a splash and I was looking at a man 


treading water. A merman, like Pearl to look at, but 
handsome where she was beautiful. This time the 


beauty wasn't wasted on me. Before | knew what | was 
doing | was in the water, my mind dazzled by what | 


Saw. 
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The shock of the cold water woke me. I'd stepped into the 
rock pool fully clothed, not thinking what | was 


doing, not thinking at all and, for the first time since I'd met 
Pearl, | was truly frightened. The splash as | 


went in had broken my eye contact with the merman and | 
looked away. Then it was Pearl in my vision and 


| remembered the legends, mermaids luring seamen to their 
doom. | was immune to Pearl, but only because 


Pearl wasn't what | wanted. Now the merfolk outnumbered 
me and one of them was more than adequate 


bait even if the other wasn't. | tried to turn around and 
reach the rocks, fighting down panic, near to 


screaming when | felt a hand touch me. 


| heard Pearl's voice, "I'm sorry, Mike, | didn't think..." Her 
hand helped me boost myself on to the rocks. | clambered 
out, turned around to look at Pearl, only at Pearl. She looked 
worried. 


"It's just my brother, Mike. He wanted to meet you." 


A simple enough explanation and, even if it wasn't, | 
thought I'd be safe on the rocks. | kept looking at 


Pearl, safe against her glamour at least. "Why?" 


Another voice, a male version of Pearl's. "I wanted to know 
where Pearl was sneaking off to and made her 


tell me." Wistfully, "She isn't the only one who wants to 
know about the land people." 


There was a gurgle of laughter from Pearl. "And I'm not the 
only one who wants to find out what they're 


like to fuck." 


I'd long since given up being surprised by her bluntness, but 
| still cringed with embarrassment, for myself 


and her brother. Then it sunk in. 


"Yes, dear," Pearl said. "Since you're not interested in me, | 
thought you might be interested in him. | didn't realize you'd 


be that interested, though. Maybe there is something to the 
tales about us being able to glamour landmen." 


| risked a look at the merman. Lovely face, sleek black hair, 
fit but not over-muscled body, at least what | 


could see of it. Pensive expression at the moment, a shy 
man ready to turn tail. Literally, in this case. 


Everything to press my buttons, so far as above the waist 
was concerned. 


"| think," | said carefully, "the only glamour concerned is 
what happens naturally when a man hasn't had any sex for 
a long time and then sees someone attractive." 


Pearl's brother smiled tentatively and Pearl, being Pearl, 
said, "Fancy fucking him, then?" 


"Stop embarrassing us." And it was us, to judge by the poor 
man's expression. Well, | don't think I'd like my sister being 
quite that blunt in her matchmaking. 


"Well?" she asked. 
"Pearl, introduce us properly, and then bugger off." 


Pearl smirked. "His name's Malachite and buggering is what 
you two should be doing." Then she dived 


under with a cheeky flip of her tail. The last | saw of her was 
a dark shadow heading for the gap into the 


open sea. 


| looked at Malachite. He was watching where his sister had 
gone. Then he turned back to me. "I don't 


trust her not to sneak back to watch." 
“Funny, that. Neither do I." 
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We grinned at each other and then | felt shy. So did 
Malachite, by the look of things. Hardly any wonder in 


that, this wasn't quite your usual blind date, for either of us. 
At least | had the advantage of nice long chats 


with Pearl, | had some idea about the differences in 
anatomy. 


Come to think of it, Malachite had probably also had the 
advantage of nice long chats with Pearl. 


That was why the little sneak had been feeling me up again 
yesterday. She'd claimed it was so that she could try to 
understand how land anatomy worked in comparison with 
her people so she could then explain it to 


me. Well, that was what she had been doing, she just hadn't 
bothered to mention that | wasn't the only one getting the 
benefit of her comparative anatomy studies. 


| sighed. "I take it you've had the lecture on how the other 
half lives?" 


He nodded. 


"So how are we going to manage this?" The merpeople were 
mammals, air-breathers, but they were ocean- 


going air-breathers, they could manage far longer than | 
could. In the water wasn't the best idea. "The rocks are 
Smooth enough." Hard, but smooth, no nasty edges to catch 
tender skin. 


Malachite looked at the rock | was sitting on. It was a big, 
smooth rock, plenty of room for two people to lie 


on. There was a flicker of fear in his eyes. "No." 


I'd seen fear like that before. One man wanting to play with 
bondage, the other not quite certain of his 


partner, willing to trust him with the use of his body but not 
with control of it. | looked at the rock again. 


The merman was an ocean dweller, tail instead of legs. The 
smooth flat surface might as well be a bondage 


rack, with the advantage it would give me over him. 


"In the water," he suggested. "I'm strong enough to hold 
you up." 


Strong enough to hold me up -- or hold me down, under the 
water. The legends came creeping back to 


haunt me and I snapped "No" without even intending to. 


Malachite looked startled, then resigned. "You don't trust 
me." 


"Nor you me," | reminded him. "Not yet, anyway." Maybe 
later. 


"Nets," he whispered. 


Pearl had never said why her people had withdrawn, 
centuries ago. They must have their legends, too. 


Stalemate. 


Then | thought of one place that was neutral territory. "The 
beach." 


"Pardon?" 


| looked towards the stretch of sand. Perfect, a calm day, the 
waves a gentle ripple. "On the beach, in the 


waves. We'll be on an equal footing there." 


"Well, not quite," he said wryly, glancing down. Then he 
swam over to the rock and propped himself up on the edge, 
looking towards the sand. "Deep enough for me, shallow 
enough for you." 


"Exactly." 


He smiled up at me. "I'll meet you there." He pushed away 
from the rock edge and dove. | clambered to my feet, 
stripped off my sodden shorts and tee-shirt, and ran for the 
Shoreline. He beat me there, naturally. | 


waded out to meet him, in the shallows where we both felt 
safe. | sat down and he sat in my lap, smooth 
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hide pressing against my cock. He kissed me, a clean fresh 
taste of sea. It had been a long time for me; | 


found myself groping for his cock, bewildered when | didn't 
find it, and then remembering, easing my hand 


into the narrow slit and stroking rigid flesh, easing it out 
where | could wrap my hand around it. He 


moaned into my mouth and shifted in my lap, trying to 
thrust into my hand. We tumbled over and had to 


let go of each other. We both came up spluttering and 
laughing. 


| reached for him. "Shallower water, | think, and lie down." 
He nodded in agreement and | towed him 


shoreward, to where the water was shallow enough for us to 
lie propped up on one arm, using the other 


hand to explore each others' bodies. Deep enough for him, 
Shallow enough for me. His hand ran down my 


side, over my legs, fascinated. My hand ran down his side, 
an equal fascination with his tail. It felt smooth 


and warm, not scaly at all. Back up, and hands on cocks, 
different but good. Mine hanging free, swelling 


under his touch even in the cool water, his sheathed in that 
slit in his tail until | stroked it forth. More 


exploration, him fascinated by my arse, cupping one 
buttock. Me realizing that he was very different, 


dolphin-like with everything at the front, this man | could 
fuck face to face without any contortions. He 


Saw my reaction and pulled me on top of him. 


A frantic tug at his body, pulling him a little further up the 
slope, and then I could stop worrying about 


whether he could breathe, the water here shallow enough. | 
knelt straddling him, stroking one hand down 


the front of his tail, trying to find the right place. Then | had 
it and pushed a finger inside, testing that | 


wouldn't hurt him. He groaned with pleasure, not pain, eyes 
shut. Reassured, | lay down, fitting myself to 


him, into him. Exquisite tightness around me, his cock 
rubbing against my belly, muscular tail flexing 


between my legs. Then he pulled my arse, pulled me all the 
way in, fire around my cock. One hand up to 


my head, pulling me down for a kiss. 


And there we'd been worried about the surf making it 
difficult to breathe... 


Arms around each other, me fucking him with my cock, him 
fucking me with his tongue, long slow strokes, 


then quicker strokes, and quicker, always in time with each 
other. Water lapping around us, a pleasant tickle 


against my skin, sun warm on my back contrasting with cool 
splash. Hard and fast, and then he was still 


under me and | gave him one last stroke and he was 
clutching me to him, tight around me, tongue filling 


my mouth and | came. 


We clung together for a few seconds, then reluctantly pulled 
apart, sitting up to breathe. | had to support 


him with one arm, the water was too shallow to support his 
weight and he couldn't get his tail quite right 


for balance. He leaned against me as we gasped for air. 
Then | managed to pull him into my lap, where he 


could sit more comfortably, and we simply held each other 
for a while. 


He broke the silence. "I must commend Pearl on her good 
taste." 


“Thank you. I think." 


He leaned close and nipped my earlobe. "Well, did you like 
it?" 


"Should think that was obvious," | muttered. 
“Enough for another go?" 


"Good god, haven't you people ever heard of a refractory 
period?" 


"Yes," he murmured into my ear, and by god that was 
making me think about not having a refractory 


period. "We know about you land people and your little 
problem." 


"Little!" 


"| wasn't referring to your physical dimensions." He sat 
upright again, and grinned smugly at me. "Those are more 
than adequate, thank you." 
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"And being able to get it up again?" 

"Well, actually, we do have to wait a little while..." 


"Good," | said, and kissed him, long and hard. "I've got an 
idea. Back to the rock pool..." | pushed him out of my lap. 
He looked puzzled, but went. "Let me pull you out where 
you won't be scraping your tail on the 


sand." | stood up and tugged him into deeper water, where 
he could move comfortably. Deep enough to be 


wary of him, but then he'd come into water shallow enough 
for him to be wary of me. | waded back to 


Shore. "Meet you there. | can walk it faster than | can swim." 


Back at the rock pool and I walked around it, checking the 
edge, Malachite watching me. As I'd thought, 


there was a spot where the rock dropped vertically into the 
pool, with a flat ledge out of the water that at 


this time in the tide was at the right height for me to lean on 
and the floor of the pool shallow enough for 


me to stand on and still breathe. | should have thought of 
this to begin with, but we'd both panicked in our 


separate ways and away from the rock pool altogether had 
probably been the best idea after all. | slipped into 


the water and called him over. He rested his hands on my 
shoulders, lifting himself up slightly. He was 


shorter than me, or at least the human half was, and had 
just enough depth of water not to be scraping the 


flukes of his tail on the bottom. | held his waist, giving hima 
little more support. "Now, I think we can 


both be happy here." 


"Very much so." He grinned at me. "I think I'd like a closer 
look at the differences. Let go a minute." 


| did so and he disappeared below the surface of the water, 
where he started examining the differences, very 


closely indeed. Then his mouth closed around my cock, 
sucking first gently, then harder. Tongue moving 


over my cock and, ye gods and little fishes, water being 
sucked over the surface. | shuddered and grabbed his 


head, forcing him further on to me, and then guiltily let go, 
worrying about choking him, drowning him. 


| needn't have worried. Like | said, ocean-living air- 
breathers... 


| was close to coming when he finally surfaced and very 
close to simply collapsing. Instead | grabbed him 


and pulled him close, kissing him again. He held me tightly, 
not just arms but that incredible tail twining 


around me. Then he let go. "Turn around." 


| did so, reaching up to pull my arms onto the rock ledge, 
legs dangling free in the water. A trail of kisses 


down my spine, all the way down, and I spread my legs as 
much as | could. His tongue probed my hole, his 


hand cradling my balls, all with the gentle slap of water 
against my back. | rested my head on my arms and 


fought down the urge to thrust, letting him have his way, 
letting him sate his curiosity about my strange 


body. 


He surfaced again, one hand on my shoulder for balance, 
the other at my arse, opening me up. "Tell me if it 


hurts. I've never done this before." 


| was surprised at that, he seemed experienced, and then 
realized what he meant -- that he'd never done it 


with someone of my shape before, rather than someone of 
my gender. "You're doing fine." 


"Good." He bit gently at my shoulder. "Maybe we can 
manage it a bit more slowly this time." 


He certainly managed his entry slowly, | was squirming in 
pleasure as he pressed in, urging him on, finally 


pleading with him to hurry up and shove it in. "No," was the 
simple, smug answer | got. Then he was 


seated in me, thrusting gently, and | was going crazy with 
desire. | thought it couldn't get any worse and 


then it did. He wrapped one hand around my cock and 
squeezed. He murmured in my ear, "It's quite a 


novelty being able to do it this way around." Of course, it 
would be for him, it might not even be physically possible to 
do it from behind with one of his own people. "I like being 
able to hold your cock while | fuck 


you," he said, and | realized that my new lover had a 
devastating line in dirty talk. And he wasn't even doing it on 
purpose, which only made it worse. 
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Somewhere about that point my brain went on holiday, 
which would no doubt have pleased my doctor as 


she'd been nagging me on the subject for some weeks. | 
didn't think I'd tell her how I'd gotten laid, though. 


| simply floated there while a devastatingly attractive man 
told me how much he enjoyed playing with my 


cock, while demonstrating same, and simultaneously 
fucking me senseless. | could feel myself building up to 


it and heard myself whimpering in pleasure, and then | was 
coming, one long glorious stream into the 


water. 


| sagged onto the ledge, unable to do anything else to 
support myself. His weight sagged on top of me, 


rubbing me against the rock. The rock was smooth, but it 
wasn't that smooth. "Get off me a mo." 


"Sorry." 


He pulled away, which wasn't what | wanted. | wanted the 
body contact afterwards, just a bit more 


comfortably. | turned over reluctantly and swam over to the 
bit of rock I'd first suggested, grumbling 


internally all the way. It wasn't fair to have to exercise after 
taking a bit of exercise. Then | hauled myself out and 
flopped on the rock. "C'me here." 


"Why?" he asked, all defensive now. 
"Want a cuddle." 


He looked at me warily, then swam over and leaned on the 
rock edge without getting out of the water. 


"That doesn't look very comfortable." 


| hauled myself more or less upright, looked around and 
discovered that my clothing was in reach. Wet, but 


softer than the rock. | folded up the shorts into a pillow for 
me and the tee-shirt into a pillow for Malachite, 


put them both on the rock, his next to the water, and lay 
down again and closed my eyes. "I'm tired and | 


want a cuddle. This is normal post-coital behavior in my 
species, even if it isn't in yours." Maybe it wasn't, at that. 


Sound of splashing, then wetness running under me. | 
reached out and found a warm wet body to put my 


arm around. Warm wet tailed body. "Sorry, pet. Should have 
thought. This isn't very comfortable for you, 


is it? We'll have to think of something, | can't just lie there 
and float afterwards like you." 


"You'll be here tomorrow then?" 


Like sister, like brother. This one wasn't convinced either 
that | wouldn't decide it had all been a dream to 


forget as quickly as possible. "As soon as the tide's up. Ask 
your sister if you don't believe me." 


"The only thing l'Il be asking her is to stay away for a bit. 
Not that she will." 


KKK 


Actually, she did, for a couple of days at least, and then she 
turned up all pleased with the success of her 


matchmaking. Nosy little cow. We eventually solved the 
problem of a bed to lie in afterwards. One of those 


inflatable mattresses floating in the rock pool did the trick, 
easy to get onto, easy to get off, for both of us. 


Of course, his horrible little sister is the same as any 
horrible little sister seeing her brother floating on an 
inflatable in a swimming pool and thinks it the world's 
greatest delight to come sneaking up underneath and 


tip it over. | can see I'm going to have to introduce her to 
some nice man to keep her quiet. Turn about is 


only fair play, after all. 
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Sidhe Stoops to Conquer 
By Emily Veinglory 


I've always been big for a Boggle, so getting into the box 
was nae easy. My Ma was an average sort of house 


pixie, broad as she was tall and twinkle-eyed. She was a 
whiz at turning milk sour and crackers soft, with a 


sideline in blocking the plughole with hair the color that 
nobody in the house had -- that kind of trouble 


being a Boggle's trade and calling. My Da was no use of any 
kind and no bigger than a rabbit at his most, 


but | was twice as big as both of them together at almost 
the size of an eight-year-old human child. But 


thanks be to Boggle magic I could get as small as a mouse, 
albeit one as heavy as two bricks, if | 


concentrated hard enough. 


Now, like any teen | was feeling a bit put out at living in the 
same pantry, of the same apartment, on the 


same close, of the same boring old Edinburgh street as | had 
since | was a kitten. My parents were both dead 


after they got a little too pissed one night and got seen by 
the mistress of the house, up late at night to let 


the cat out. That's the way with Boggles, house pixies that 
is, we are out and about do our mischief at night 


mostly, but if we get seen by a human it's instant death, so 
quick they don't even know they've seen us, 


nothing left but a sad little breeze and a smell like rain's 
coming. Needless to say city Boggles don't generally live 
long, but being a sociable and fertile sort, the place was 
crowded enough for all that there was a wake 


most weeks. 


So when our human folk, the Smith's oldest son, set to 
move out to the little village of Penicuik, | reckoned 


| might go with him and leave a quarrelsome pack of 
siblings, cousins, aunts, uncles, grandparent and 


leering unrelated females of all shapes and sizes... leave all 
of them well behind. The old folk shook their 


heads and said that the country was full of wild beasts, dark 
woods and big bad Sidhe -- the true elves who 


cooked little Boggle children for breakfast. But | reckoned 
anywhere that would hire Spotty Bob, the most 


useless man alive, couldn't be all that dangerous. Besides | 
like the idea of a house with just Bob in it, he was mostly at 
work or asleep and about as observant as an eyeless potato. 
| just hoped the house he was in wasn't 


already riddled with Boggles even more uncouth than my 
own benighted kin. 


| took a deep breath and shrank myself down to mouse size 
and wiggled myself into a box in a gap up 


between a pile of reference books and a wad of summer 
clothing. | relaxed myself out to a slightly more 


comfortable guinea pig size and set to waiting. If Spotty Bob 
ripped the box open the second he got in I'd 


be for it. But in the middle of a Scottish December it didn't 
seem likely he'd have an urgent need for a 


thesaurus and a pair of swimming trunks. 


Around dawn | felt the box shift and heft up. "Bugger me," 
Bob muttered at the unexpected weight, as he headed down 
the stairs. 


Perish the thought. 


After a full night and a day scrunched up small | felt like | 
was having the stitch, a concussion and a bad case 


of constipation all at once. Nevertheless | waited until it was 
really well and truly the dark of night, after 


Bob had gone through his usual, brief ablutions and started 
to snore with vigor. | wiggled and fought and 


squeezed myself up and out of the corner of the box where 
it wasn't taped down properly. 


The living room was dusty and occupied only by boxes, a 
hall led away and around a corner to the room 


from which the snoring emanated. | stretched up to my full 
impressive-for-a-Boggle height and smiled 


smugly. | sniffed about the room, my tufted ears twitching at 
every foreign creaking sound. | started with 


the rooms, living, box, spare bed, kitchen, bathroom... 
Skirting the bedroom door to the cloakroom. Just the 


fridge in the kitchen and no larder but you can't have 
everything. 


| slipped under the door into the basement and through the 
crumbling bricks into the wall-space where | 


could feel fully secure. This led to the loft and ceiling space, 
cavernous and containing nothing but cozy 


spaces and plugs of pink insulation. For almost an hour | felt 
supremely pleased that the house was empty of 
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Boggles, or any sign they'd been there. There were not even 
the little signs left in passing, scratched or 


crossed twigs, plaited fibers or painted eyes. If any Boggle 
had ever been in this cottage they'd not tarried 


even a single night. 


| perched on a roof beam and peeped out through a small 
gap in the unkempt slates. There were three other 


houses nearby, nestled between shaggy hedges before the 
vista gave way to smooth paddocks full of dirty 


sheep. | began to wonder why my oh-so-ubiquitous kind had 
never tarried in this house and for the first 


time | began to worry. 


| slipped out onto the roof and skittered up to its peak to 
peep over. From this vantage | could see there 


were fully six cottages clustered together in one quarter of a 
Square intersection that was formed so that the 


cars headlights could reach me as they passed. | could pop 
over to the other houses when | had a better feel 


of the place, but something told me they would be empty, 
too. In a sudden adolescent turn of mood | 


realized that even the pestering dollies of the close would 
be better than no company at all. If only I'd 


known some lad to ask to come with me, but Boggles are 
not much given to such things, as far as | could 


tell. Only my own unfortunate, chaste and twice-fey self. 


It was a cold night with a brisk breeze and my thin tunic 
wasn't enough to keep off the chill. | fidgeted a 


moment, not ready to go in but knowing | should find a 
warm nook to rest for the day. The sky was so large 


and dark out in the country and the clouds rushed by, 
blanketing the stars. | crouched down, listening to 


the dry hedges rustling and a strange whistling that came 
upon the wind. 


Something hit me hard from behind and | flew through the 
air. Some instinct guided my flailing hand and | 


caught the guttering which groaned and bent, but held. Not 
even looking around | shrank to cat size and 


scampered for my hole, then down to a mouse | clambered 
through. My heart pounded and my little body 


shook as | cowered under a roof beam, my ears straining. 
Being not bold | stayed exactly there, hearing 


things that might be the wind and might not gambol about 
the creaking rooftop. Finally | slunk down the 


old rubber wires to a void behind the hot water tank in the 
basement and curled up miserable upon the bare 


dusty ground. 


What had that been! It had seemed to me that something 
big and solid had hit me, and fingers or talons had 


snatched at my trailing hair. It would be fine to believe that 
that was my imagining alone, but | felt grimly 


certain it was not. A Sidhe upon the wind and a village with 
no Boggles, | think even you, dear human 


reader, can see the implications of that. 


| slept though the great wet day snatching spells of sleep 
and idly listening to the rain batter the roof. Bob 


had ambled out mid-morning and shambled back at dusk, 
bringing another man with him. | edged along to 


eye him through a chink in the skirting board. 


He was a fat, loathsome looking man with dark, greasy 
whiskers and plastic framed glasses. | could smell the 


magic on him, equally unwholesome. Humans just aren't 
meant to have magic and once ya see one with it 


the first thought is always, 'where is he getting it from?’ 


All they were talking about was soccer and beer, but the 
bearded man's eyes flicked about restlessly all the 


time and | was struck with the feeling he might somehow 
see me straight through the walls. | slunk back 


down into my cozy hiding spot -- thoroughly miserable. | had 
truly walked into a minefield. There was only 


one thing for it, | decided. | must venture out in the 
darkness and see whether I could make my way to a 


house that was further away from Spotty Bob's sinister new 
friend and perhaps a little more out of the path 


of the night wind and whatever it all carried. 


| heard the door slam and shortly after the TV was silenced 
and Bob went to his sagging bed. | slunk out 


into the deserted kitchen. There was big gap under the door 
and | shrank down to shimmy under it. The 


back yard was small and swelled with feral plants and rank 
grasses. Beyond it the hedges muttered dryly and 


shrubby trees roared like distant water on the wind. 
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Now it is deeply unnatural for any Boggle to step outside of 
a house and | felt nothing less than terror at the 


prospect. My goal was the nearest house down toward the 
road. It was dark and | fancied it could be no 


more than a minute's scamper from where | stood. 


| took my proper form and waded quickly through the 
overgrown lawn. | pushed through the unkempt 


hedge and found myself on the edge of a small, untended 
copse of fruit trees. The gnarled branches arched 


over me like beams from a grotesque cathedral. | broke into 
a run, crashing through the stems and branches. 


Above them the wind's muttering broke into a low moan and 
all grew very dark as something passed before 


the face of the moon. | broke out onto the lawn of the house 
| sought, looking immediately for some means 


in ingress. 


Suddenly my feet froze firm to the damp ground. | looked 
wildly around. | had stumbled into a circle, cast 


in salt, a spell. Light flared as it caught me and the salt 
smoldered with an uncanny green flame. 


| was a dead Boggle, dear reader, | had no doubt 
whatsoever as to that. | pitched forward and tried to claw 


my way to freedom. The sod tore under my frantic fingers, 
but my feet remained fixed inside the circle. | 


felt rather than saw the large shadow swooping down upon 
me and heard a heavy, harsh panting. 


There followed a most confusing moment. 


The human witch came lumbering up the path from behind 
the house, | saw only his shadow against the 


wall and knew that the moment he saw me I was beyond 
dead -- | would no longer exist at all, not even as a 


corpse. If a human saw me I was done for. 


The wind at my back took on its own form, dark and caped 
and shrieking. The human, Bob's nasty friend 


appeared before me. His eyes were firmly closed and his 
hands grasped a great wooden spear carved all over 


with runes that glistened in the darkness. But even as he 
raised it another weapon whistled down -- a great 


silvered sword's blade struck down towards me like the very 
embodiment of the waning moon. It was left 


just enough time to wonder how many different ways | was 
going to die all at once, when the blade cut the 


salt circle, sparking with its own blue fire, the flying Sidhe 
Snatched a great and indiscriminate handful of 


my hair and clothes and wrenched me upwards. 


| screamed thinly like a rabbit when the fox gets it -- protest 
and resignation blended in my voice. | heard 


the human witch shout out some arcane word as he drove 
the spear blindly upward. The Sidhe's heavy cloak 


flapped around me like leathery wings. He shuddered and | 
fancy we almost fell. The wind around him 


stuttered and | discerned the thin frame in the midst of it all; 
the Sidhe that held me, and | gasped. 


Being out of a house scared me, lofting up into the sky like a 
kite seemed a fate quite worse than death. My 


bladder loosed itself but my consciousness clung on 
unmercifully for the long minutes of our brief journey. 


We tumbled together on through a small window and into a 
peaked stone room, some attic space that was 


tall and long and narrow. | skidded and slammed against 
one side wall. | soent some time shaking, 


determining that | was more or less whole, and working out 
which way up | was. | was upon my back, 


damp and malodorous and having just hit the crown of my 
head with some vigor on the stone blocks of a 


very solidly constructed building. 


| craned my neck cautiously. The room was tidy, obviously 
well swept and with a tidy pallet at the very far 


end. The Sidhe was a tall, indistinct figure in the darkness, 
turned away from me. As | watched | grew used 


to the dim and indirect light. | could see that in the midst of 
his embroidered cloaks he was but a slim 


figure. His pale hands were clutched to his side. His face 
was obscured by a deep cowl but ivory-hued hair 


cascaded from it, stained pink at the tips. 


He whispered sibilantly, words in a language | did not know 
in my head 'though it sang in my blood. 


"You're hurt?" | asked stupidly. Even as | did the Sidhe 
dropped to his knees and toppled with awful 


inevitability to the ground. 
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| rolled onto my belly and crawled very timorously forward. 
The Sidhe's cloak fell limply around him ina 


great black arc; in the midst of it a very still figure lay. He 
was taller than me by perhaps half a foot, but also more 
slender -- hardly the towering monster of myth. He had no 
hair at all except in his head but it was fine 


as spider's silk. He lay quite still, his pale face in repose was 
long and mournfully beautiful. | reached out 


one hand very slowly, but the uncanny cloak shivered as | 
came close to touching him and | drew back. The 


cloaks movement revealed a ragged, Christ-like wound in 
the Sidhe's side. 


“There's a good cape," | muttered reaching forward again. 
"Please don't eat me." 


| pushed it aside with one finger and | could see where the 
spear had caught him. It was a nasty wound and 


needed staunching. Having something obvious to do was 
strangely reassuring. | looked around for the 


things | would need; cloth, water and thread. 


Now Boggles are not known for courage but as | sat through 
the night and a full day in that attic | began to 


know what | had to do. The Sidhe stirred sometimes, as it 
grew dark he grew more restless but his breath 


was Shallow and his skin fiery hot. He lay on his back upon 
the pallet and | crouched by his side. His face 


was easy to look at, and so | did. | saw his visage, like 
something out of a fairy tale, and | saw the life 


draining out of him as clearly as water from a cracked 
pitcher. 


His eyes flickered open. | was caught up on them like a fly 
on sticky paper. He reached up with one arm, 


long fingered hand resting against my cheek. 


"Funny sort of over-grown Boggle, you are," he said is if 
common English were an awkward tongue to him. 


He hardly seemed like a monster now; he seemed almost 
like the answer to my wildest dreams. Yet | 


detected a hint of disdain in his voice, more than a hint. 
"Run along," he said, "and stay out of the necromancer's 
way. Go on to some place you have other kin." 


"I've got to go and..." | wanted to tell him what | had 
decided. 


But he wasn't listening any more. His eyes were closed 
again. "Run along," he said tiredly. He saw me as some 
foolish, childish Boggle, just standing by and watching him 
die. An' he was dying, no mistake, and in 


my place. 


| may not be Sidhe, but Boggles are still fey of a sort and we 
know magic like other folk know breathing or 


putting one foot in front of the other. No great spells like 
flying about, or breaking circles, but all the 


same... The human witch was getting his magic by doing in 
fey, that was why there was no Boggles here, 


and soon to be no Sidhe. He was using a magic spear to 
drain out the magic and take it fer himself. 


There was only two ways to stop it -- kill the witch or break 
the spear. | was hoping that latter would do, it's 


a tad hard to kill somebody who just has to see you to do 
you in. Either way, I'd show that snooty Sidhe. 


| started at the broken circle, listening to my heart pound 
like some jungle drum. | had a single hair from 


the Sidhe in my hand. There'd be a link from him to the 
spear. The hair floated, bobbing toward the 


cottage. Looked like I'd been doing a frying pan/fire sort of 
thing the previous night. The cottage I'd been 


aiming to suss out was where the spear, and presumably 
the necromancer, abided. 


"Oh, but you're a fool Boggle," | muttered to myself as | 
crouched in under the hedge. "And that you are," | 
answered myself glumly. 


| shrank down smaller than I'd ever been before and slunk 
over to the house between the blades of grass. 


There was bound to be wardings of some sort but there 
wasn't much | could do but look and think as much 


like a mouse as possible. Was that apples | could smell? | 
fixed my thought on food and fear of predators, 


the latter was hardly a strain so long as | imagined the witch 
with pointy ears and whiskers. 
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| felt a bit nauseous as | slipped over the threshold and 
under the door. That might have been a near miss 


with a warding spell, or just terror. | hugged the wall and 
edged down the hallway. The plans were the same 


as Bob's place. | clutched the relatively larger hair and it 
bowed slightly towards the bedroom. My whiskers 


shook wildly, as did my whole body. But I kept going 
forward. 


In the bedroom there was a dark, fat lump on the bed. | 
strained my senses, as | should have been doing all 


along if I'd really meant to stay out of grief. The spear was 
lying on the bed beside him; I'd have to walk 


right up to him to get it. | swear | was going to turn around 
and run right out of that house, but then | 


remembered the Sidhe sighing and saying, ‘Run along.’ 


He'd saved my life, the bastard. And besides, he wasn't half 
pretty. 


| had to be my proper height just to carry it properly. So | 
stood up tall, reached out and took it. Even as | 


did | felt a shock, he was waking. | ran out of there quite 
reasonably like death itself was after me. | fumbled 


with the door latch, hearing his shout of alarm. It took about 
three flying steps to get across the lawn and | 


was off down the lane. 


| could feel him looking for me, looking for the spear. | 
stopped, shoved the spear through the palings of the 


fence and pulled back hard and heard it snap. That'd silence 
the bugger. Then I kept running, all the way 


back to the tumble down church where the Sidhe was holed 
up. | climbed straight up the wall and in the 


casement window, hardly at a slower pace than last night. 


The Sidhe looked suitably startled as | threw the broken 
ends of the spear down beside him. 


" Now I'll run along," | said. And then | left, in a fine cloud of 
righteousness. 


Always running away from something, me. 


One of the cottages was empty with all the utilities turned 
off. | set up house there and did my best to make 


it comfortable. The witch wasn't anything without the spear 
and after a few days he moved on. God knows 


where he found it, but | figure he wouldn't last long once the 
word got out. | didn't see the Sidhe although | 


found a lot of excuses to go sitting on the rooftop of an 
evening. | began to fear he might have died after all. 


It must have been a week or two later and | was almost 
tearing my hair out with the loneliness but some 


stupid pride was keeping me well away from the deserted 
church. | sat on the peaked roof and smoked a 


cigarette, bad habit that but | was running out of ways to 
entertain myself and so | thought | might take it 


up. | pulled experimentally on the end and coughed. A pale 
hand flicked out and plucked the cigarette away 


from me. He was standing beside me, cool as a shadow and 
twice as silent. 


"On the big side for a Boggle, you," he said coolly. 
| ignored the comment. "Thanks," | said. 


"You too," he replied. That small concession seemed 
grudgingly given and the long silence stretched out 
between us. 


"| do wonder if there's some Sidhe in you." 


All sorts of ribald comments came to mind but | let them be. 
My supposed Da really wasn't up to much, 


and my Ma was the reckless sort. | Suppose anything was 
possible. And | knew Sidhe tended to keep to their 


own and | so supposed that the possibility wouldn't do my 
chances any harm. 


He was standing a bit too close to me all things considered 
and | took that as an encouraging sign. 
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"Come into mine for a bit," | said. | knew he couldn't get 
Small like a Boggle so | went down and opened the door. 


He came in nervously and it looked funny on him like he 
wasn't used to any kind of humility. | shut the 


door behind him and had my second do-or-die moment, and 
| guess | got it right again. | reached out and 


put my hand behind his head, the bloody cape muttered like 
some old woman but | ignored it. | had to go 


up on tip-toes to reach him, to kiss him. He stooped, 
pressing me against the wall. 


| opened the door, but he knew the way from there. 
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The Brown Kimono 

by Therese Melina 


At the second barrier, the sentries asked Shizuka to step 
aside and prove her womanhood. Naturally her 


cousin was alarmed, flapping his arms while she stepped 
into the crude thatched hut. Shizuka herself 


remained haughtily calm. At the previous post-town, the 
innkeeper had warned that the sentries would be 


looking for bandits disguised as women. His concern might 
have seemed more genuine, she reflected, had 


he not continued to top her cousin's drinking bowl. 


The hut was dusty and smelled of damp leather -- 
thoroughly unpleasant in the late afternoon heat. Shizuka 


could not even cover her nose with her sleeve, for a 
withered crone already waited to inspect her. 


"Take off your hat and put it in the corner. Untie the sashes." 


Not even a word of formal address! Shizuka looked with 
distaste at the old woman's threadbare garments. 


When she did not move, sweaty fingers removed her wide 
hat and tossed it aside. Glaring, Shizuka tugged 


off her sash and began untying the rope which kept her 
kimono hems from the ground. 


Through the thin walls she heard her cousin making a 
nuisance of himself. Hopefully he would not drop 


any of her travel passes in his rush to impress that she was 
promised to a nobleman. If it was in his power he 


would misplace even her sandals on the step, she thought. 


"He is only being protective of you," said the old woman. 
She dragged off Shizuka's overcoat. 


"He is a useless fool," said Shizuka. "He hopes to garner 
favor with my noble lord's household, yet he spends our 


traveling money on drink. When we arrive, | shall kick him 
back to the dust from which he 


came." 


The old woman's hands were on her, checking her hipbones, 
her cheeks, her neck. At least she was gentle 


when she lifted her long hair. "You are too pretty a girl to be 
so spiteful. Sit down. Please." 


"Of course | am pretty. No ink is blacker than my hair, no 
bone so smooth as my skin. That is what my 


lord said when he saw a painting of me. | was then 
summoned to be his wife." 


"You are from the high mountains?" Papery fingers tugged 
the innermost short-sleeved kimono down her 


back. 


Shizuka shook them off. "I will be from the Capital, soon 
enough." The sticky touch returned to her nape, her belly, 
and the rounds of her breasts. Shizuka stifled a cry of 
outrage with great effort. "How came you to this filthy work, 
old woman?" 


"You wish to know?" The woman retreated to a corner, 
where sat a pile of half-woven rushes. Shizuka 


grabbed her clothes. Dressing properly could wait in the 
face of such impropriety. 


The old woman's eyes remained on her. "I argued with my 
husband over a trifle. So embittered | was, that | 


Spat in his rice bowl. The next day, my husband fell ill. The 
day after that, our rice field, our garden, and 


our stand of bamboo- all browned and died. Not a living 
creature was heard in our land, not a cicada nor a 


fox. Only the humming of beetles." 


"Old Mother!" A sentry knocked on the side of the hut, 
making Shizuka jump. "Does she pass inspection?" 


"Yes," answered the old woman. She resumed her work. 
Fingers once elegant and slender twisted rushes into shape. 
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"| will leave you now," said Shizuka, shaking with an 
emotion she could not name. "You may keep your ridiculous 
stories and pointless work." 


"Hold your tongue!" called her cousin. Shizuka's anger fell 
swiftly on him; he was younger yet she was 


obliged to obey him. She stormed from the hut, forgetting 
the old woman. 


But her cousin was not finished distressing her. For a 
moment she did not understand what he said. "We are 


detained?!" she hissed from beneath her wide brim. 


The other travelers in queue were staring. Her cousin looked 
stricken. "I tried to bribe them-" 


"You what?" 


“They were not accepting your travel passes!" 


A grey despair overtook her and she wiped her brow with 
her sleeve. "Do we have enough money for an 


inn?" 
"NaS 


After much bickering, she relieved her cousin of enough 
money to purchase lodging and food and also 


retrieved her passes: one for identification, one to authorize 
travel and one woman's pass. These she pressed 


to her heart, with the letter from the nobleman. Though her 
feet ached, she plunged into the narrow streets 


of the post-town, ignoring the lit lanterns and mouth- 
watering food. Eventually her cousin ceased to dog 


her steps. 


She wandered into the alleys where the dust was not 
dampened and the holes were not covered. Up and 


down rolled the road, until she had no inkling where the 
mountain was, or where the barrier stood. In her 


ill-folded robes, lacking both escort and animal, she 
resembled a nun on a pilgrimage. There was no thought 


in her mind except the weight of the letters on her palm. 


When at last she grew weary, she secured lodging from a 
homely man who had the courtesy to speak to her 


politely. It was a lonely building beside a bamboo grove. 
Shizuka could not fathom its original use. Bare 


except for the straw mats, it was unusually enclosed on all 
four sides with thin, windowless walls. The only 


artifice was the bench on the outer wall facing the slope. Yet 
it was set too far apart from the other houses to 


be much of a social spot. 


She ate her rice cakes without tasting them. This might be 
her home for a long time, if they could not find 


messengers to inform the nobleman of their quandary. She 
made sure all the sliding doors were shut and 


aired out her traveling clothes. 


Already ripped! They were made of comfortable ramie 
weeds, but she hated them. When she came among 


the Cloud Dwellers, she would be arrayed like them -- layers 
of silk kimono like unfurling petals, perfume 


sweeter than the first flowers of spring, and baths whenever 
she wished. 


“"Daydreaming again?" her cousin called outside. 
"Drinking again?" she retorted. "What do you want?" 


"Too bad they were right when they said I'd find you here," 
he grumbled loudly. "I bought some things." 


"Your own drinking bowl, | suppose." 


"Open the door, cousin." 


64 
Myths 


She donned the short-sleeved kimono and cracked the door. 
Something heavy thumped on the mats, 


followed by the rustle of paper. She ignored the larger 
bundle, and examined the rest: ink, brushes, and 


expensive parchments. "You fool! How much did you 
spend?" 


"Thickhead, no imperial runner will take anything less." 


"I am supposed to write it?" Shizuka said plaintively. They 
would expect a poem! What if the noble lord found out she 
could not write poetry? 


"In case you did not notice, your exalted husband-to-be did 
not send a palanquin for you. Not even a 


packhorse. You think he will launch a search party if you fail 
to arrive?" 


"Be quiet!" Shizuka took the heavy bundle and threw it at 

the door. "Do not come inside. | forbid it. You will sleep on 

that bench tonight. | hope the evil winds descend from the 
mountain and freeze your hateful 


heart!" 


Her cousin did not answer. She waited a long time before 
she was sure he was gone. The bundle had fallen 


open; now she saw that it was a headrest, heavy and far 
more expensive than her father's plain wood 


carvings. She tried to arrange her hair so she could sleep 
comfortably on it. It was frustrating work without 


her mother to help her. 


In the end her waist-long tresses were too much trouble. 
She kicked the headrest aside, and lay down with 


the hair half up and half down. In vain she tried to find 
sleep. Even with all the doors closed, the room 


seemed large in the dark. If there was activity farther up the 
mountain, the rustling bamboo grove stifled the 


sound. Not even the cicadas were singing. Sweat trickled 
down her neck. She felt filthy and hot, yet she 


knew the cold of true night would very soon descend. 


The bamboo leaves stilled. Shizuka turned on her side. At 
that moment she felt something small and sharp 


touch her shoulder. It was a fingernail. 


Terrified, she dared not move. How could they have 
entered? What if this was the bandit! He would cut her 


throat if she did not pretend to sleep. 


She lay still as the nail drew down her shoulder blade. It felt 
dainty, yet also strange, like tiny thorns. It was a touch of 
great care and patience. Though Shizuka was frightened, 
she also became curious. Her eyes 


opened a slit to see who belonged to that touch. 


In the darkness she made out long black hair, longer than 
hers when the nobleman had chosen her. It 


shimmered like the moon on dark water. Another form 
coalesced: a kimono. It was longer and grander than 


anything she had ever seen. There was little light in the 
room, but it shone brighter than the finest silk, with 


a plain brown color which nonetheless hinted at iridescent 
hues. 


She released a sigh of jealousy. Perhaps she was dreaming. 
There could not be a kimono as fine as that, not 


even among the Cloud Dwellers. 


The nail was now a hand, gently scratching her back. The 
grime of the road was sloughed away. Even as the 


scraping raised welts on her skin, Shizuka gave in to the 
languorous pleasure. This too she would order her 


maids to do for her. The tiny bites of pain, the soothing 
motion of the hand -- it left a warmth more 


indulgent than any bath. 


She became aware of a low humming, like a lullaby, 
drugging her limbs to sleep and stillness. She did not 


notice that every layer of clothing had been dragged off her 
shoulders and down her back. 


KKK 
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Her cousin trailed after her, still red-eyed. "Shizuka!" 


The sentries exchanged looks, and straightened their 
spears. Shizuka stopped in front of them. "Where is 


that Old Mother of yours! She has put a hex on me!" 


"Please step aside and show your travel passes," said one 
laconically. 


Shizuka had forgotten them beside the parchment and ink. 
"Do you not remember me? How could you 


give me to that old witch!" She tore off her hat. 


The queued travelers began muttering. Farmers on their 
way to the fields set down their tools to watch. 


Shizuka was dressed in the noble style, yet no noblewoman 
allowed her face to be viewed in public. 


The grizzled commander stepped out of the inspection hut. 
He carried the two swords of the samurai. "Is 


this woman in your charge, son?" 
Her cousin fell to the ground at once. "Yes, kind sir." 


"Keep control of her," said the old soldier. He tapped his 
brow, as though missing the crest of his war helmet. 
"Woman, you bring charges of witchcraft against this lady?" 


Shizuka put her hat back on. She did not want her cousin to 
do anything foolish. 


The commander sniffed. "You should know that she is my 
wife's kin and a hard worker. If you wish to 


bring serious charges against her, consult the town elders. 
Attention!" he cried suddenly. 


The queue parted. Nearing the barrier was a small 
procession of retainers, followed by a palanquin borne by 


six sturdy bearers. The farmers fell to the ground in 
supplication. More reluctantly the travelers shuffled to 


the side of the road and did the same. 


Shizuka found herself tugged down to the newly dampened 
road. "Now you've done it," hissed her cousin. 


No one raised their eyes as the procession passed. Who was 
in the grand palanquin, she wondered bitterly, 


who was going to the Cloud Dwellers’ city? 
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The ink stick was broken and the water bowl full, but 
Shizuka could not bring herself to mix the powder 


and dip the brush. How could she write in so large a room? 
And her hands would shake, and ruin her 


perfect penmanship. Not that she had much to say. 


If only her cousin had not made a fool of himself at the 
barrier. Perhaps if she'd explained the problems to 


one of the messengers, she would be granted passage. She 
cursed her mother for cutting her hair short for 


the journey. Now she did not fit the part of a noblewoman. 
Her hair was only thigh-length, not nearly long 


enough... 


Outside came a rattling hum, like plucked tines, or fluttering 
wings. 
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That evening she managed to arrive at the bathhouse 
before the peasant women. Was it the same evening or 


the next? It did not seem to matter. The bag with her passes 
and papers she hung out of harm's way. To the 


floor fell her clothes: sashes, overcoat, the plain kimono. Her 
nose wrinkled. She had to find someone to 


wash them. Even then they could not rival the brown robes 
in her dream. 
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Wonderful. Her cousin was outside, drunk. And it seemed he 
had some friends. "Begone!" 


"You see?" said her cousin to his companions. "I just wanted 
to wash your hair, hey Shizuka!" 


How she wanted to strike him! Even naked she was more 
than a match for him. But something seemed to 


hold her down. "Leave me be, you useless scoundrel!" 


"Oh? We've bathed in the same stream since we were 
children. You don't even know how to wash it 


yourself." He seemed genuinely to want to help, but his 
friends' laughter rose behind him. Goaded on, he 


jeered, "What would your husband think of that, ah? What 
do you know of him? Perhaps he only wants 


another flower to pluck. How many other mistresses do you 
Suppose he has?" 


The pressure increased on her shoulders. "You disgrace 
yourself," called Shizuka coldly. Finally the 


proprietor appeared and they scattered. Through the 
window she offered many apologies, which Shizuka 


did not answer. 


It was not until she regained control of her breath that the 
pressure eased off. She did not notice it with the 


weight of her anger. Down came her hair, and she crawled 
across the slick wood to the water basin. She wet 


her hair as best she could. He was right; her older sister had 
always washed it for her. Shizuka had 


complained bitterly about tangles, but Sister knew how to 
preserve its healthy luster. 


Shizuka sat on the stool and stared into the water. Her skin 
was prickling, but she didn't care. Her cheeks 


were a livid rose, her lips full, her eyes wavering darkly on 
the surface. 


The bruises on her shoulders were also dark. 


She scrambled up, tottering backwards till she fell into the 
hot water. Despite the heat, she was shivering. 


"Who's there? Who's there! Cousin?" 


"No," came a low voice behind her. The rippling surface of 
the bath caught her eye. Over her own face was the 
reflection of silver-shining hair, with a hornlike crest over the 
high brow. She began to weep, losing the 


strength of her anger. 


Gentle fingers began to comb through her hair. They stung 
where they touched her scalp. Shizuka closed 


her eyes on her tears. "I dirtied the water," she murmured. 


The stranger made no response. Shizuka was coaxed into 
leaning back over the edge. Her breath slowed 


with each scoop of cool water over her head. Against her 
cheek were the full breasts of a woman, so strangely 


smooth. Under her hand was fabric richer than silk. Its 
weave was So cunning that the water streamed off its 


surface and left it bone dry. 


Surely, Shizuka thought, no one who owned so splendid a 
kimono could mean her harm. Why would it be 


a bandit? She had nothing to steal. 


The local women found her asleep on the floor, alone. 
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The season was changeless under the bamboo grove. The 
ink dried in its bowl. The letters of passage lay 


forgotten in the shadows. Her cousin came and went, 
leaving money which she did not spend and clothes 


which she did not wear. She came to know only two kinds of 
nights: when the whispers of the grove became 


whispers of comfort, and when the darkness left her cold 
and alone. 
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One night as the moon waned, her cousin returned with his 
friends. Shizuka listened to their banter as she 


lay on the mats. 
“Thank you for helping us weave the sacred signs, Brother." 


"We do the same ritual in our village," replied her cousin. 
"Not so early though, as our growing season is different." 


She leaned her brow on the yet-unused headrest. Her family 
would be home at such an hour, bundling the 


rushes to dry. "That old woman," she said to herself, "she 
was weaving a sign as well. Hexing me. And then she 
poisons her son-in-law against me. Hateful witch." 


"Is this so hateful?" came the whisper. Shizuka froze. The 
voice was much clearer than on other nights. She strained 
to catch a glimpse of the kimono. 


Nails bit into her wrists as her arms were drawn overhead. 
Shizuka was riveted by the sight of the fabric. 


Even in the weak lantern light from outside, its plain 
embroidery glittered with every color of the rainbow. 


The headrest was placed against her wrists and a thin piece 
of rope bound her to either side. Shizuka came 


back to herself, trying to struggle, but in those gentle hands 
was the strength of a village. The rope coiled 


around until her arms were braided together to the elbow. 
Layer after layer, her clothes were drawn open, 


and tied in place under her breasts. 


The men broke into raucous laughter over some bawdy joke. 
How humiliated she would be if her cousin 


found her thus! She held her breath as the brown kimono 
brushed over her skin, cool and heavy. Slender 


fingers tickled and pricked her skin from navel to collarbone. 


Shizuka trembled, her belly cold. She gazed pleadingly 
toward the shadow of hair and crown. Accordingly 


the brown kimono swept over her body as she was 
mounted. 


Her breasts were bitten with the same delicate skill. Long 
arms held down her hips, and less kindly; with 


each taste those nails cut into her waist. The headrest 
thumped dully on the straw mats as she struggled. The 


conversation paused. Too loud! Her toes curled in her effort 
to keep still against the pleasurable touch. 


It seemed too long before the men resumed talking. In 
silence, in want, in terror -- Shizuka could not stand 


it. She wished a thousand curses on her cousin that he 
would not leave, that his lantern would cease 


flickering on the impossibly fine hair which loomed over her. 


"You persist, even now," said her captor, making a sound 
like rattling teeth. Laughter? Shizuka shook her head, 
confused. Her hands strained against the headrest. Her hips 
Snapped toward the other, rubbing on the 


kimono. 


"Where is your face?" whispered Shizuka. In answer the 
clever, tingling touch moved over her legs. Her 


cheeks bloomed with fresh heat. Above the confining rope, 
her hands fell open, as though grasping for 


something just out of reach. 


"She can write but not compose?" came a loud voice, just 
beyond the door. "She shall be obliged to the other ladies of 
the court, if they teach her." 


Shizuka stared into the blank darkness, shaking. How could 
she not perceive it, this close to her? 


Her cousin was defending her. "All her life she has been 
cloistered. She is a virtuous girl, at least. This 


journey has done her in." 


"And you Say she is a virgin?" 
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Shizuka stiffened at the sound of laughter. The brown 
kimono covered the lantern light. Her lover covered 


the soft skin of her entrance. 

"She must be possessed by demons!" More chuckling. 

"Aye, that is the saying in our village as well." 

"I am not," whispered Shizuka into the cloud of hair. "Am 1?" 
Smooth, strong fingers slid inside her. "Not anymore." 


Beneath the brown kimono was the play of a hundred hands 
and skin more perfect than tumbled stones. At 


that moment Shizuka knew the strength of villages. She 
strained against her bonds, now eager to touch and 


scream, and whimpering that she could not. 
"Please, lady, kiss me," said Shizuka. 


"You address me as a noble?" Hard kisses traveled 
tantalizingly close to her lips. 


Shizuka could no longer feel the creeping chill of true night. 
"| would rather have you than any prince of the clouds." 


At her words, the brown kimono fell open. Shizuka blinked 
back the stars in her eyes to stare at the gauzy 


inner robe. Thin as it was, it caught its own faceted light, 
like myriad crystals of ice. 


"I was born of your bitterness. Nothing more. If you kiss me, 
| will never again return." 


Shizuka gave a strangled cry. The men did not seem to hear 
her. "I must come with you!" 


"-hear that? In the grove? Reminds me-" 
"Wherever I go?" 

"-they're strong. We used to play-" 
"Wherever you go. Kiss me." 


"Little Shizuka!" Her cousin knocked on the door. The first 
light of dawn peeked through the slats. "This man is an 
imperial messenger! He can tell your nobleman where we 
are! Shizuka? Open up, come on, it's 


time to get up!" 


He stepped into the room and screamed. His cousin lay on 
her back, arms spread to the sky. Beetles crawled 


out of her wide-open mouth and buzzed out the door. 
Wrapped around her still body was a beautiful brown 


kimono. 
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By Alex Freeman 


It had been a long day that was shaping up to be an early 
morning as the good doctor finally got the hell out 


of the laboratory and made his way toward his car. The fog 
stalked the rain-soaked streets, muting the 


orange glow of sodium streetlights; the light cast the 
Shadows of old buildings and winter-stripped trees at 


odd angles across the cracked pavement. 


"Dr. Grady?" The voice came from a place of darkness where 
the space between buildings was swallowed by shadows so 
deep their dimensions were impossible to discern. It was a 
man's voice, pleasant to hear, with a 


lilt of humor one might use to cover nervous anticipation. 


Though a slight man armed with only a briefcase and car 
keys, Dr. Nelson Grady didn't seem the least bit 


unnerved. He unlocked the door of his shabby green 
Citroen, tossed the briefcase in the back seat, and 


leaned against the body of the car to light up a cigarette 
with steady, neatly manicured hands. The flare of 


the lighter briefly illuminated his narrow features, the thin 
lios and pale, pale blue eyes behind a pair of 


wire-rimmed spectacles that reflected the lighter's flame. It 
was a young face that belonged on an undergrad 


in the chess club, not a Ph.D. several times over who was 
well into his seventies. 


"Cut the mystery," he suggested around his cigarette, then 

leaned back to take a puff, his eyelids closing as the rush of 
much-needed nicotine hit his system. "I've already got you 

narrowed down to one of three 


people, two of whom aren't going to walk away from this." 


From the darkness came a palpable air of confusion. Then, "I 
think | might actually have you stumped, 


good doctor." 


Nelson's lips parted and a stream of smoke curled into the 
night air before being torn apart by a sharp 


breath, a huff of laughter. "Yeah? Neither friend nor foe, 
huh? Let me guess, you've come for answers to 


questions you seem to think you've got some kind of 
business asking." 


The shadow dweller hesitated, then admitted, "Possibly the 
latter." 


The cigarette's cherry glowed briefly and brightly as Nelson 
took another drag. "Okay, then. Let's get a look at you," he 
replied dryly. "Might as well go through the formality of 
telling you to go fuck yourself. | hate to insult a man to his 
face when | can't even see it." 


The shadows shifted and gave the distinct impression of 
parting as the man stepped out of them. He wasn't 


terribly tall, nor was his figure all that imposing. His brown 
hair was unkempt, his bargain bin suit 


disheveled, and glasses were somewhat crookedly perched 
upon his wholly unremarkable nose. He also had a 


pair of horns and his nails curved long and sharp like talons. 
His face was nice though, cute in a boy-next- 


door kind of way. "Allow me to introduce myself." 


Nelson arched a brow as he studied the stranger, whose 
form blurred in the doctor's vision like two images 


attempting to overlap each other. "You're slipping," he 
pointed out discreetly. 


The fellow blinked a bit in surprise, then frowned in 
concentration. With a nigh audible snap, the image of 


a handsome fellow in Armani fell into place. His wavy brown 
hair was stylishly tousled and his green eyes 


dazzled behind a pair of spectacles whose frames must 
have cost well into the quadruple digits. "Sorry," he said 
smoothly, displaying pearly white teeth as he flashed 
Nelson a warm smile. "I get distracted easily." 


Nelson tapped ash off his cigarette and rolled his shoulders. 
His long day wasn't getting any shorter and his 


muscles ached for a hot bath and warm bed. "You were 
saying?" he drawled. 


The handsome devil cleared his throat and replied, "Ah, yes. 
Well. My name is Leucetios. Perhaps you've 


heard of me?" 
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Nelson shook his head. "Sorry, doesn't ring a bell." 


The man's pristine features pouted, but then he smiled 
again. "Probably for the best. We're both the sort to hide 
behind masks, aren't we Dr. Grady? The only difference is, | 
have a choice about mine." 


Church bells rang out across the city: once, twice, thrice. 
Nelson winced, pinching the bridge of his nose 


wearily. "Look, Lou. Can I call you Lou? Here's the thing. I'm 
tired. You're being cryptic. It's three and | have samples to 
track in the morning. If you're anywhere near a point, get to 
it." 


The thus-dubbed Lou took a deep breath and murmured, 
"Very well." Squaring his shoulders, he lifted his chin a touch 
and announced, "Dr. Grady, | know the secret of your 
immortality and | am deeply in love 


with you." 


Silence. Ash fluttered to the ground. Sparks skittered as the 
cigarette was flicked away and bounced along 


the pavement. "Lose the game face," Nelson said quietly. As 
Lou's features faded from radiantly metrosexual to the 
somewhat vulpine features of a horned, taloned, 
otherworldly... thing, the doctor nodded to himself 


with quiet satisfaction and indicated the passenger seat of 
his Citroen with a tilt of his head. "You get points for 
surprising me. l'Il give you to wherever it is you're sleeping 
tonight to convince me I shouldn't give you a 


holy water enema and roast marshmallows off you while you 
burn." 
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"So you see," Lou explained, "the holy water wouldn't boil 
my flesh alive, but it would kind of itch and, if it's all the 
same, | prefer not to be lit on fire." 


Nelson pulled up outside the building that contained his 
modest one-room studio. It was exactly the kind of 


place a man who wanted to keep a low profile opted to live, 
which is exactly why Nelson lived there. The 


landlady minded her own business or, in this case, was fast 
asleep and wouldn't notice a strange visitor this 


late. He had been listening so intently to the stranger's 
story he had forgotten to ask him where he wanted 


to be dropped off. Killing the engine, Nelson sat in the 
driver's seat for a moment, looking puzzled. He 


wasn't used to being puzzled, he was more used to inflicting 
that on other people. "So you're not a demon," 


he clarified. "You're a creature of the wild. In a bad suit." 


Lou scuffed his foot against the floor of the car awkwardly. 
"Clothes aren't easy to come by in what's left of the wild 
areas of the world. For the glamour to work, | need a 
template. It doesn't matter that the quality is 


poor. | can make it look however | want." With an air of 
pleading in his tone, Lou added quietly, "I can be whoever 
you want." 


A flood of memories washed over Nelson. Faces of lovers 
long gone, aged and faded away, loomed out of 


the mist of time; eyes, wounded with heartache, who would 
never understand why he had to leave; beautiful 


faces now lined and haggard, with hair gone grey. Each one 
was a reminder of how he would never truly be 


a part of the world, how he might touch its fringes but never 
belong, never stay. Cold necessity pushed those 


faces from his mind and he reached around to the back seat 
to grab his briefcase as he said roughly, "I'm not looking for 
anyone. Sorry." 


It didn't follow any logical laws of time and space as Nelson 
knew them, but as he headed quickly up the 


stairs to his room, a familiar shape was leaning against the 
wall nearby, arms folded over its chest, brow 


furrowed and looking all the more formidable for the way 
the horns curved up from his forehead, twisting 


to little points. "Do you think I don't understand?" Lou 
asked. "Do you think | haven't been there before? 


We are not meant to be alone, good doctor. | have watched 
you from the shadows now for so long and I can 


see it in you." 


Nelson glanced back down the stairs, casually calculating 
how much force it would take to push his new 


friend possibly (though improbably) to his death. 
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"| wouldn't," Lou advised. "You have the godlike brains, but | 
have the supernatural strength. | would never hurt you, but 
you might pull a muscle if you're not careful." 


With a sigh, Nelson said, "Fine. Just stop trying to sound like 
you understand me." He brushed past the creature to unlock 
the door to his small room and he trudged inside, tired to 
the core and aching in the 


parts of his soul apathy hadn't yet eaten away. 


KKK 


"Are you still torturing yourself?" John asked teasingly as he 
held Nelson in his arms, his body warm and his heartbeat a 
comforting sound within his chest, where Nelson rested his 
head serenely. 


"Mm, no," Nelson replied with a lazy stretch. His eyes 
opened to slits, allowing just enough light in to tell him it 
was morning. Sunday mornings were the best time to be 
alive, when there was no work to do until 


tomorrow, the schools were closed, and the love of his life 
slept in late. "I don't want to get up." 


John kissed his hair, lovingly stroking his shoulder. "You've 
got to," he insisted gently. "You can't sleep all the time, lazy 
bones." 


Nelson grunted a complaint, hiding his face against his 
lover's chest. "Only if you come with me." 


Something was wrong. Panic tugged at the corners of his 
mind, screaming at him as though from a great 


distance. He tried to push it away. This was warmth. This 
was comfort. This was the one place he never 


wanted to leave. "Come with me," he whispered. 


The sorrow in John's voice cut like a knife. "You know | can't. 
| have to sleep." 


Nelson sat up, rubbing his eyes as he murmured, "How 
come you get to stay in bed when | have to get up?" 


Then his vision cleared and he went cold inside. Those 
beautiful brown eyes stared at him vacantly, tinged 


with yellow, and John's skin was so pale it had a bluish cast. 
The veins crawled over his skin like small red 


spiders, and as he spoke, he revealed a set of gleaming 
fangs. "Because asleep is all I'll ever be." 


Nelson blinked in surprise. John was gone and in his hands 
he held a shaft of wood broken off from a 


broom handle. The pale linen sheets were dusted with 
ashes. They clung to his pajamas, to his skin. He 


bolted out of bed and -- 


Woke up screaming. The bedside clock read 6:23 in garish 
red numbers and outside the window the sky 


was Starting to lighten. The samples would be done by 
eight. "I can function on three hours of sleep," 


Nelson mumbled to himself, as he dragged his aching body 
out of bed and padded toward the shower. 


The day passed as so many of his days did. He took in data, 
wrote reports on what it might mean. A vaccine 


someday, perhaps a cure to one of the countless diseases 
plaguing humanity. He was in the business of 


saving lives, but mostly he was in the business of handling 
test-tubes and reading off numbers while 


celebrities won awards for posing with dying people in 
heart-jerking photo-ops. Not that the good doctor 


had grown cynical in his old age. 


It was nine o'clock when he finally left the lab -- an early 
night for him. He trudged through the fog toward 


his Citroen, lighting a cigarette as he went. If he didn't total 
his car on the way home, he thought, he might 


actually eat something before passing out. 


"You know those things will kill you," came a voice from the 
shadows. 


"| wish," he muttered as he unlocked the car door. 
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As he started to get in, a taloned hand closed over his and a 
very intimate, very alive body sidled up behind 


him. Warm breath tickled his neck as Lou whispered, "Let 
me drive. You'll scare them to death at the 


morgue if you wake up on an autopsy table." 


Nelson toyed with the idea of elbowing Lou in the stomach 
and running for it, but instead retorted, "At 


least I'd get some sleep." He let Lou drive, not only for the 
novelty of it, but also because when he napped in a moving 
car, he didn't dream. 
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"Rise and shine, handsome." 


Nelson squinted irritably at the daylight that poured into his 
room. Someone had opened the curtains. "Kill 


me," he grunted. "Take my money, take my stereo, just end 
the torment." He reached for a pillow to pull over his eyes, 
but it was yanked away and tossed into the corner. 


"| made you breakfast," the voice replied cheerily. 


Nelson sat up, rubbing his eyes with a sigh. "Lou..." he 
complained, then paused as he caught a whiff from the 
kitchenette. "Is that an omelet?" 


Breakfast was an awkward ordeal. Leaning on the dining 
island, Nelson picked at one of the best omelets 


he'd ever tasted while Lou nibbled on a croissant and 
watched Nelson carefully, like a parent might watch to 


make sure a misbehaving child was eating all his vegetables 
rather than sneaking them to the family dog. 


In daylight, without his glamour, Lou looked like something 
Nelson had never seen and, coming from a 


man who had formerly hunted demons for fun and profit, 
that was saying something. The wildling had nut- 


brown skin, with darker streaks where one might expect to 
see the shadow of veins beneath the skin. Both 


his finger and toenails were viciously curved, yet he handled 
the talons as lightly and nimbly as one could 


please. His hair was long and black, forever tangled as if 
stirred by a strong wind. The cat-eye slits of his 


pupils waxed and waned as he moved between sunlight and 
Shadow, and his sharp, pointy teeth made 


alarmingly quick work of breakfast pastries. That he was 
wearing nothing more than a pair of Nelson's cut- 


off sweats just made the picture that much odder. 


Nelson stabbed at a bit of mushroom, mumbling self- 
consciously, "This is really good." 


Lou smiled benevolently. "I'm glad you like it. Drink your 
juice." 

With a sigh, Nelson drank his juice. And his milk and his 
coffee. He ate every last bite of his breakfast and 


cleared the dining island of dishes, but not without a 
sarcastic, "Can | be excused now, mom?" 


Lou sniffed indignantly. "Admit it, you feel better." He 
padded over to the couch, his toe-talons clicking on the 


hardwood floor. "Come sit with me," he invited as he 
stretched out, holding out his arms to the doctor. 


Nelson approached warily, but settled onto the couch all the 
same, letting Lou draw him into an embrace 


that would probably have been more comfortable if it hadn't 
been given to a cynical eternal youth by an 


amorous wildling who bore more than a passing 
resemblance to Satan. "I won't even ask how you got in," 


Nelson grumbled. 


Lou cuddled Nelson to him carefully and he was remarkably 
gentle, considering how much of him was 


composed of pointy bits. "You invited me in," he murmured. 


Nelson tried not to enjoy the heat of the wildling's skin, but 
he radiated a sense of vitality, of life, that 


would put any human to shame. It was tempting, and the 
doctor was a lonely man. His head found the 


wildling's shoulder, and he relaxed despite himself. "When 
was this?" 
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"You were really tired." 
"Ah." 


"Nelson?" 


When the wildling spoke his name, Nelson lifted his head, 
looking into the creature's eyes. Lou had never 


said the name before and, though it was just a label given to 
the child in whose body Nelson had Become, it 


was his, and Lou spoke it with the weight of one not merely 
acknowledging a label, but calling one by one's 


name. It came with a sense of power that cut through all 
sorts of bullshit and tugged right at the core of a 


man. After a moment, Nelson remembered to breathe and 
exhaled a shaky sigh as he whispered, "Yeah?" 


Lou smiled softly, tracing a talon lightly over Nelson's cheek. 
"It's Saturday." 


Nelson smiled a little, despite himself. "Yeah. So?" 


Lou shrugged, casting a glance toward the sunlight pouring 
in through the window. "We're young, more or 


less, and single, for now. It's a good day for a walk in the 
park, or maybe a romantic dinner. I'll even look 


however you want me to." 
Nelson shook his head. "I want you to look how you are." 


Lou arched a brow dubiously. "I'm pretty sure they won't let 
us into any decent restaurants." 


Nelson shrugged and said mildly, "I kind of feel like staying 
in. Besides, I'll throw something together. | 


used to be quite the gourmet. You know, back when | 
pretended that things that can't die were actually 


alive." 


Lou caught Nelson by his chin and kissed him, his hot, 
hungry mouth pressing against Nelson's, tongue 


parting his lips insistently. Lou's talons played lightly across 
Nelson's skin, ticklish despite their ever present promise of 
pain and ravaged flesh. Taken utterly by surprise, Nelson 
first fought to catch his breath, then 


casually failed to notice he was kissing the wildling right 
back. It wasn't until after some rough grappling 


that left him straddling the wildling's hips that he pulled 
away, panting heavily and dizzy from the heat the 


creature radiated. 


"What are you doing?" he asked raggedly, poignantly aware 
that, beneath the flimsy layer of borrowed 


sweats, he could make out the contours of what felt like a 
decidedly male nature spirit. 


"Kissing you alive," Lou chuckled, low-toned. "It worked for 
Prince Charming." 


Nelson glowered. "I'm no princess." 


Lou greeted the glare with a soft, blissful sigh. Carefully, his 
talons snagged Nelson's glasses and he set them 


aside, then did the same with his own. Neither of them 
needed glasses, strictly speaking, but it seemed like a 


disguise standard and there was something to be said for 
the classics. "Are you sure you don't want to go 


out?" Lou asked lightly. 


Nelson rocked ever so slightly on Lou's hips. Even his last 
string of meaningless one-night stands had taken 


place over a decade ago. His shorts were beginning to feel 
uncomfortably tight. "Positive." 


Lou stroked a talon lightly down the back of Nelson's shirt 
and, as the fabric tore and fell away, Nelson 


arched his back, shivering at the pressure just shy of pain 
that raked down his spine. A startled groan passed 


his lips as a strong but gentle hand cupped the growing 
bulge in front of him. Lou clucked his slightly 


elongated tongue and murmured, "Someone wants to come 
out and play." 
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Nelson tried to laugh, but the sound came out a nervous 
whimper as lust and reason duked it out in his 


embarrassingly pliable body. "You should know," he warned, 
trying to ignore the desperation in his voice, 


"that every lover I've ever had has met with a horrible fate." 


Lou nodded slowly as he carefully removed the remnants of 
Nelson's shirt and, with a sharp flick of his 


wrist, popped the button off the front of his khakis. "Turned, 
staked, dusted, murdered, suicide, 


unfortunate train incident, old age, torn apart by wild dogs... 
| Know. I told you, I've been watching." 


"And you're not afraid?" 


Lou traced a claw over Nelson's cheek, his features 
softening. "Sometimes, what may seem like a curse is just 
fate's way of letting you know you should try a different 
dating pool. They were human. They're frail and 


they age and they die. You and I, we're-" 


"Wildlings," Nelson replied, sighing softly. "We're not of this 
world." 


Lou shook his head and murmured, "Of it? We are this world. 
And we're forever." He toyed with the zipper of Nelson's 
khakis, giving him a suggestive look that implied lecture 
time was over. "I'll be afraid when 


there's something to fear. Like how any minute now, you 
might tell me to leave and never return." 


"If | did, would you go?" Nelson couldn't help but squirm a 
little as the zipper inched ever-so-slightly downward. 


Lou shook his head and replied amiably, "Oh, hell no, but 
I'm not looking forward to another decade or 


two of stalking." 


Nelson rocked against the wildling's lap, grinding against 
the hardness he felt there as he pretended to 


lament, "I guess | have no choice." 


Lou's slit-pupil eyes dilated, then narrowed, and his voice 
thickened almost to a purr. "Oh, you have 


choices. You can kick me out and go on moping 'til the end 
of time, or we can go to the bedroom, and I'll 


show you the thing | can do with my tongue." 
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The late afternoon sun was dim in the unlit room. A path of 
shredded clothing led from the couch to the 


bed. Nelson stared at the stained ceiling, aching pleasantly 
in every muscle in his body, including a few he'd 


completely forgotten he had. "The tongue thing," he mused, 
in a tone reserved for only the greatest of 


wonders. 


Lou stretched out beside Nelson, naked and unashamed as 
he daintily picked his pointy teeth with one of 


his claws. "The thing with the tongue," he confirmed. 


Nelson's toes twitched just thinking about it. "That was... the 
thing," he agreed. "With the tongue. That thing you can do." 


Lou leaned over and draped an arm across Nelson, drawing 
him closer. He nuzzled at the doctor's throat, 


kissing lightly. "Can I do the dick thing now?" 


Nelson snorted, giving Lou a nudge with his shoulder. "Could 
you be more crude?" 


With a swiftness and strength that startled Nelson, the 
wildling slipped an arm around him and flipped him 


over, pressing his cheek against the pillow as he stripped 
away the blankets to expose the doctor's naked ass 


to the air. "I want to fuck you raw," Lou growled. 
Myths 
75 


"I'll take that as a yes," Nelson squeaked. His pulse 
quickened. He had played dominance games with John back 
when they had both been young and human. Back before 
John had become a monster for real. 


"I'm not him," Lou whispered against his ear, as a claw 
raked lightly along Nelson's hip. "For starters, he didn't have 
talons that can do this." The sensation of pinpricks along his 
skin caused Nelson to shudder 


with delight. 


"Do you read minds?" he whimpered as he felt the distinct, 
slick hardness of the wildling's shaft pressing against him 
and the intense heat of the creature's body against his back. 


Lou's arm slipped around Nelson, fingers splaying against 
his chest to hold him firmly in place. "I don't 


have to be a telepath to read you like a book." He leaned 
forward, placing a light kiss against the back of 


Nelson's neck. Then, not being much of a conversationalist 
it seemed, the wildling thrust into Nelson's 


body. 


The second round promised to be even better than the first, 
with the awkward fumbling and testing of 


comfort zones out of the way. The slaking of immediate lust 
meant there was time now to let things build 


Slowly and the wildling seemed intent on showing Nelson 
just how much time they had. The doctor 


clutched at the sheets, bracing himself against the slow, 
deep thrusts that filled him with the intense heat of 


the wildling's flesh. As he writhed against the hold Lou had 
on him, the talons tugged at his skin, and beads 


of crimson splashed on the sheets beneath him. 


Maybe Lou was right; maybe it didn't take a telepath to read 
him, to see that his lust had never forgotten 


those power games, had never let go of the release that 
could be found in abandoning control. With a low 


growl in his throat, the wildling pinned Nelson down and 
fucked him thoroughly, hips driving like a piston, 


their slow rhythm gradually increasing. Nelson moaned with 
a pleasure that sounded sweetly like distress, 


his body shuddering every time a deep thrust raked over 
the small, sensitive spot inside him. 


As their lust reached a fevered pitch, the headboard 
slammed rhythmically against the wall, and Lou's rough 


grunts and snarls were drowned out by Nelson's moans and 
screams. No doubt Nelson's neighbors would 


know full well what the shy, nerdy scientist in unit eight had 
been up to and he would be avoiding sly 


glances in the hallway for weeks to come. It was hot, 
sweaty, vulgar bordering on violent, and when it 


reached its peak, Lou held him down and came deep inside 
him. There was nothing mutual about it, but as 


Nelson collapsed amidst the blankets, his features were 
serene with bliss. 


For a while, they lay there panting, barely touching save for 
where their limbs had been carelessly flung 


across each other. Then, slowly, Lou curled around Nelson, 
taking Nelson in his arms. With a gentleness 


that was a stark contrast to the fucking he'd just given 
Nelson, he licked away the blood from the scratches 


his talons had inflicted. The pressure of his tongue caused 
Nelson to shiver and murmur incoherently. 


"Shh," Lou whispered, nuzzling and grooming him. "It's 
alright. You can rest now." 


Nelson opened his eyes to bare slits, but then let them drift 
closed again. The release of control, the 


unraveling of so much heartache and anxiety, had left him 
pleasantly drained. Every time he closed his eyes, 


he felt himself wrapped in warmth and drifting into a 
peaceful haze. He fought the instinct all the way. 


Where there was comfort, pain waited. "Will you be here?" 
he asked thickly, as he started to fade against his will. 


Lou stretched out comfortably, gathering a blanket to drape 
over them both. "Just try to get rid of me," he replied. 


Nelson's lips moved and the wildling had to tilt an ear closer 
to hear him whisper, "T-tongue thing?" 


Lou laughed softly and pulled Nelson close, promising, 
"Later." 
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The eternal youth fell asleep with a small smile playing upon 
his lips. As the afternoon faded into evening, 


then into night, he dreamt only of green meadows, dazzling 
sunlight and showing up to work in his 


underwear. 
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Ravens 

by Dallas Coleman 

It was the ravens that gave her away. 


Not at the time, you understand. At the time, she was just 
another in a long line of women. Sent by the 


Support group. Sent by the shelter. Sent by the frigging nuns 
in the hospital who clucked and averted their 


eyes like | was contagious, hands twisted and hidden in their 
habits. 


Like bruises and tears and broken bones were fucking 
contagious. Like their black and white penguin suits 


protected them from the razors and arrows that kept finding 
me in the form of Hal or Davey or random 


asshole number three. 
Whores. 


She came in wearing red, the t-shirt tight on her belly - | 
remember because | didn't know women could be 


muscled like that, could be strong. | Know now. | know a lot 
now that I didn't then. But her shirt was red 


and she sat, blond hair in a fierce braid, pulling her face 
taught. "I'm Dr. Feyr." 


"Jess. What do you want?" It's hard to be aggressive when 
the orderlies have you strapped to the bed, wrists bound, 
leg in traction, but | tried. 


"I came to talk with you." Her pale blue eyes - not pretty 
enough to be aquamarine or sapphire or anything, more 
Windex-colored - looked over a chart. "You were attacked 
and then attempted suicide, it says. Did 


you know your attacker?" 


"What do you care?" Of course | knew him. I'd had him not 
an hour before | told him | was knocked up 


and he took whatever steps he needed to make sure that 
wasn't so. Worked for him, too, girlfriend raped 


and beat up, crazed. Poor boy. Bet he'd filled his bed ina 
day. 


"It's my job to care." At least she was honest. "Did you want 
to die?" 


"What do I have to say to get my hands free?" | could do 
honest. 


"Tell the truth." Like it was that easy. 
“There isn't any such thing." 
She made notes. "You're very angry. A fighter." 


Yeah, well, you have to be, in my line of life. The 
conversation went on and on, longer than the others had, 


almost a battle or a dance. Her questions were random and 
fast, my sarcasm hiccupping along with the 


lithium. 


As she stood to leave, a bird squawked outside, the sound 
raw and jarring and she smiled. 


It distressed me then, it doesn't now. I'm not sure which is 
scarier. 


She left and the night went on, complete with shaking and 
screaming and pissing all over myself which 


burned like hell, but got me another shot and | dreamed. | 
dreamed about flying and about huge battles that 


raged for weeks, homes burning, men beaten and bloody 
and torn just like me. | could smell it, human flesh 


burning and rotting like a memory except it couldn't be, 
because I've fallen, but | haven't fallen that far, 


that low. 
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But it was, just like a memory, just like a recurring dream 
and they were there, too, just like | knew they'd 


be, nine of them, tall and armed, blond hair flying free, 
watching the battle with lust and pleasure in their 


eyes, huge black birds feeding at their feet. 


| hid, in the dream, because it was a dream, even if dreams 
don't smell, never smell, ducked behind a stone, 


eye to eye with a raven, blood and flesh on its beak. It 
opened its beak to cry and | held out my hand and it 


Slashed my wrist, drank me down. 


When | woke up, the bandage was red, wet, the stitches torn 
free. 


She came every afternoon, the same questions over and 
over - Did | want to die? Am | scared? Do | want 


revenge? Again and again until | wore out my lies and 
started telling the truth, smoking and staring out the 


window at the growing flock of crows and grackles, watching 
the leaves turn, daring her to tell the nurses on 


me. 


| didn't tell her about the dreams. 


That battle raged, night after night. The soldiers were in 
fatigues and hiding in ditches. Modern men with 


rifles, knights in battered armor. Men painted blue and men 
in furs. | saw things, hidden behind that rock. 


Those women - a flock of them, pale and bright as the 
ravens were black - they were as one, swords and 


blood red corsets, eyes that were changeable as the sun. | 
saw them laugh. | saw them draw a whole man in 


between them and leave him dry and desiccated like road 
kill on a desert highway. 


| saw them touch one another, fingers pressing deep and 
the skies opening with rain. Cries of orgasm felling 


line after line of mis-matched soldiers. Lips wrapping around 
nipples and the sun appearing. 


The raven that pecked me, fed on me, tasted me, she 
watched with me. Huge and black. Still. 


Silent. 


Even as | began to join in with the warriors, the maidens, 
watching and rubbing myself, making myself 


need, drinking in the sounds and smells of battle - even 
then she watched. 


Last night a blast came, mortar or catapult or SCUD missile, 
| don't know, destroyed the stone | crouched 


behind and the women saw me, fastened sixteen eyes of 
storms upon me. My raven had a sliver of stone that 


nicked her chest, dark blood staining ebony wings. 


They reached for me, the warrior-women, and my hair, my 
long black hair like my mother's, turned pale in 


the moonlight. 


| woke up, crying. I'm not stupid. | know it's all about having 
to leave, having to go home, go out, live 


where it's not safe. 


She comes in, to tell me goodbye, to check me out, to send 
me away. The fucking birds are out in droves, 


squawking, screaming, flocking. Shitting. Stinking. | want to 
hate them for piercing my silence. She's 


wearing a tomato-colored sweater, a thick, white bandage 
peeking out of the neck of it, the tape tugging at 


her skin, dimpling it. 
"What did you do?" 
She looks at me, quiet, still. "Do you want to die?" 


| shake my head, hold up my scarred wrists. "What do I have 
to say to get my hands free?" 


"Tell the truth." 
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| look out the window, see the hint of my short hair, once so 
dark it was black, a raven's wing, now pale, 


shining. There are clouds in my eyes. 

The birds rise to the air as I slide my hand in hers. 
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Perchance to Dream 

By Quatorze 

The forest is quiet. 


Trees stand tall, black outlines against the darkness of a 
cloudy sky. The air is still, too heavy for them to 


bear without stooping. There is no moon in sight, clouds are 
rolling slowly onward, too thick to let the 


sheen of a half moon through. 
The forest is very quiet. 


The only light is the glow of a fire burning underneath a 
heap of twigs and sticks, in a low hole dug into 


mossy ground. Surrounded by stones, the fire burns quietly, 
as if fearing to disturb the air that hangs still 


among tree trunks and bushes. Its faint light flickers on the 
coarse lean-to beside it, on the small pile of 


baggage and bunches of squirrel skins piled under the roof, 
out of the reach of rain that won't come tonight. 


The light licks the figure of a man who is sitting cross-legged 
close by and looking at something in his 


hands. 
The forest is unusually quiet. 


He's preparing a new Snare, the smaller work knife in hand, 
fingers moving with meticulous precision. He 


knows what he's doing, he could do it blindfolded if need be. 
He frowns a little as light from the fire 


brightens and reflects from his messy blonde hair. That hair 
was cropped short the previous fall, to make the 


life of fleas and lice at least that much more difficult in the 
winter months, when keeping warm is infinitely 


more important than staying clean. Now it's long enough to 
curl over his ears and nape, to tangle in his 


eyebrows. Soon it will be time to crop it again. 


He glances up, blue eyes squinting in an effort to see into 
the darkness around him. But no, all he can see is 


the small sphere of light around the fire. Outside it, nothing. 
He's not afraid of the forest, or of darkness. 


He can't see, but he can hear. The fire makes a quiet 
crackle, every now and then a stick burns through with 


a sharp snapping sound, or the flame heats a droplet of 
pitch so that it boils with a hiss. Even that sounds 


strangely loud now, when the wind has stilled and nothing 
moves in the darkness. 


The forest is too quiet tonight. 


He looks around once more, one hand touching the weapons 
beside him. His bow and big knife are within 


easy reach. The spear, the one he carries just in case a bear 
should come too close, is leaning against his 


shelter. He's not afraid of the forest or the dark, but this 
stillness puts him on his guard. 


He's not old, yet it's already years since he began to spend 
more time on his own in the woods than in the 


villages. The forest is where he feels at home. It is not 
always a friendly home, it rarely gives anything for 


free or hands things out on a silver platter. But he knows its 
ways, how to live and die there. How to tell the 


direction, how to find food and water, how to find shelter. 
How to be the hunter, not the prey. 


He doesn't much care for people. Not for girls who make 
eyes at him, look at him boldly like at a horse on 


sale, whisper and giggle to each other. Not for men who 
value his skills with weapons and yet shun him. 


They appreciate him as a hunter and trapper, but his silence 
makes them uneasy. He's not one to spend an 


evening in the village tavern, sharing a pint and some idle 
talk with others. He prefers to hunt alone, 


keeping his camp and his most lucrative trapping grounds to 
himself. Loner, the people call him, the lone 


wolf, and they don't mean anything good by that. Loners are 
something one ought to be suspicious about. 


To be a man is to be about other people: family, kinsfolk, 
village. A loner is a man with something to hide; a 


man best left alone. 


Thus he's at home in the forest, more at home than with 
people. But tonight this home feels different. This 


is one of those nights when something seems to lurk 
teasingly just out of his reach, watching. The air is too 
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still, the trees too stiff, the darkness too black. He should be 
hearing at least something -- nocturnal rodents, owls on the 
hunt, the stealthy sound of a fox paw, tree branches rustling 
at the touch of wind or sleepy 


birds. Now there is nothing, even though he tries to hold his 
breath just like the whole world seems to be 


doing. He cannot hear a thing. 


For a moment an absurd fear seizes him. Has he gone deaf? 
No, no he hasn't -- as if in reply, a long flame 


licks up from the fire and some sticks collapse with a distinct 
crack. He snorts soundlessly, lips pressing into 


a tight line. Stupid, he thinks, puts the ready snare aside 
and leans forward to poke at the fire with a longer stick. The 
water will be hot soon. 


He stiffens, glances up, tries once more to peer through the 
dark, for he thinks he has heard something. A 


quiet shuffle it sounded like, almost muffled by the hiss and 
sparkles of stirred embers. His hand creeps to 


the big knife and closes around the handle. He squints, 
eyebrows crunching together, turns his head slowly. 


Is there something after all? He cannot see and yet he 
suddenly knows he's no longer alone in this little 


clearing. His jaw clenches. He stops breathing. 


He hears something. A sound, slow and soft and steady, 
somehow a little moist. Breathing. So faint he's not 


sure that he isn't imagining it after all. His senses are on 
edge, they tell him it's there but not what it is. A bear? He'd 
have heard its grunts and whistling breath. A deer? Not at 
nighttime. A lynx? Not big enough. A 


Sly old wolf perhaps? 


A mindless fear makes his every muscle coil and his heart 
thud until rushing blood is echoing in his ears, but 


he's frozen into stone. Only a fool attacks without any idea 
of his adversary. He's no fool. He waits. 


He couldn't say how much later it is when his fingers finally 
release their white-knuckled hold on the knife 


and he lets out a long breath, eyes closing for a moment. 
He's alone. 


He doesn't sleep well that night. 
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He lets his burden fall to the ground and shoots a hostile 
glance at the leaden sky. The day isn't over yet but 


it's rapidly getting darker, rain is approaching and he has 
made today's rounds shorter than usual. No use 


getting the skins wet, they'd only start rotting before he has 
time to curry them properly. 


He kneels and begins to kindle the fire, then rubs his eyes 
with the back of his wrist when a thin tendril of 


smoke makes them water. He is weary and his eyes are 
aching for lack of sleep. His rest has been fitful ever 


since he felt that nocturnal presence, nearly a week ago. 
Whatever it was hasn't come back, but he's been 


dreaming too much and of strange, wild things: the forest at 
night, bathed in an eerie light, full of sounds 


and smells, wet soil, heady wind, swamp and wolves and 
the screech of an owl, fear and power and lust and 


death. 


The dreams have haunted his every night and left him tired 
and seething. He's alone, with no one on whom 


to vent his building anger. At times he's afraid -- is he going 
mad? Why does he feel that someone is 


watching him? Why does he suddenly stop and hold his 
breath, trying to decide whether or not to turn 


around? He has done it many times in the past few days and 
of course never seen anything. Just the forest. 


So he doesn't turn this time, either. Mouth tight, he stares 
stubbornly into the small fire that is coming alive 


between his cupped palms. No, he will not look because he 
won't see a thing anyway. The fire is getting 


stronger, he adds a loose ball of dried moss, then a handful 
of bark scraps. They catch fire easily and now it's 


big enough to attack some proper sticks. He reaches deeper 
into the lean-to where he's piled the firewood -- 


and drops them, grabs the knife and leaps backward into a 
low crouch, putting the fire between him and the 


dark shadow looming on the edge of the clearing. Then he 
blinks, his mouth falls open and the knife wavers 


in his hand. 
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He's a clever man. The forest is his home and even though 
he's inclined to mostly believe only things he's 


seen himself, he knows better than to dismiss tales of 
goblins, gnomes and fairies as mere talk designed to 


frighten kids into obedience. After all, the forest is big and 
full of strange things and, even if he's never 


encountered a sprite nor been harassed by a malevolent 
troll, he doesn't take that as proof that those things 


don't exist. 


He takes the usual precautions, too. Leaves behind tidbits of 
his every catch to keep the forest spirits 


favorable, mutters an apology to water fairies every time he 
thinks he might be disturbing their peace, avoids 


unnecessary noise that would upset the game as well as 
other inhabitants of the woods. 


Yet for some reason he's always laughed at these particular 
stories. The ones telling of bewitched black stags, 


the cursed creatures of doom. Of course he's heard them 
aplenty -- no one living in or near the vast dark 


woods of Beltrionas could possibly avoid hearing them. 
Stories of huge animals, jet-black from antlers to 


hooves and from head to tail, luring men into a hopeless 
hunt from which the wretched chasers never 


return. Of evil little elves that ride on their antlers, unseen 
and wicked, tricking men into trying to shoot the stags. Of 
men who have tried, only to die a horrible death or 
disappear without a trace soon afterward. And 


somehow it has amused him no end to observe how these 
unfortunate hunters are always said to be young 


and exceedingly fair of countenance; to hear of the hordes 
of girls who are invariably left wailing for them, 


and of the men who shake their heads sagely and sigh at 
the demise of such a clever lad. 


Black stags, sure thing, he's said with a snort. He's seen 
enough deer to know that they come in many 


Shades. A darker-than-average mature stag could easily 
appear black in meager light, during the rut it might 


well attack a man venturing too close, and a frightened 
person tends to see things anyway. 


Now he's looking at the very thing whose existence he's 
always so glibly denied. He can hear the moist hiss 


of its breath and he can see it perfectly well. The air is 
getting murkier by the moment, but the stag is 


standing stock still, not more than ten steps away, looking 
at him. 


Its coat is shining black all over. His gaze drops to look for 
the paler area that he knows should be under its 


belly, skims along the legs, then climbs incredulously back 
to its face. Black, only black. Light from the fire 


makes its muzzle glisten and reflects from large eyes that 
are steadily fixed on him. He tries to count the 


points of the huge crown of antlers but fails when it shakes 
its head slightly. It's there, it's alive and it's 


definitely real. A black stag. 


They stare at each other for some breathless moments, the 
blonde man holding a large knife and the stag 


standing like a statue. He swallows, stands up slowly. It 
doesn't move even when he takes one cautious step 


closer, then another. He wants to touch it. He can see it, he 
can hear it, he can smell it, but he needs the last 


confirmation of touch, of oily coat under his hand, to fully 
believe. He makes a low sound in his throat, 


beseeching, reaches out his hand. 


The stag turns around and leaps away and the man curses 
under his breath. Then it stops again, another ten 


or twelve steps away, waiting. Its movements are deliberate 
and unhurried as it walks around him, lets him 


come almost close enough to grab its shining coat and then 
retreats further, playful and purposeful. The 


man doesn't run, no, but he doesn't give in. He wants to 
touch, he wants to know if this is just a product of 


his tired mind or something he's never encountered before, 
yet the animal stubbornly denies him that 


touch. 


The man knows he's chasing something impossible but 
refuses to stop. Rain falls, night embraces the forest. 


He seeks shelter under big trees that give at least some 
protection against the rain, blinded by darkness and 


water and sweat running into his eyes, hunting by instinct 
and smell and sound. The stag is never far, he can 


smell its musk in the air and he can hear the soft sound of 
its hooves on wet ground, so close and yet out of 


reach. Always just out of reach. 
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The man shivers as he falls on his knees next to the marsh 
spring and bows down to drink. The water is 


freezing and tastes of earth but he drinks greedily, eyes 
closing against the cold. His arms are shaky when he 


finally pushes himself up, sits on his haunches and rubs his 
hands together, movements sluggish. 


He has no idea how many days and nights have passed 
since he turned his back on his small camp in the 


forest and took the first step towards the stag. It doesn't 
really matter, either. He has been stalking the 


animal through woods and marshlands, across brooks and 
over hills, and still he hasn't managed to touch it 


a single time. Big hunting knife in one hand, he strides after 
the shining black animal, never turning his eyes 


from it. The stag fills his mind and he knows he's finally 
gone mad in his solitude but doesn't care. The only 


thing he still wants in this world is to touch it once and he's 
going to do that before his body gives up on 


him for good. He's past hunger and exhaustion and cold, 
past fear and everything else save this one 


resolution. 


Every now and then he slows down enough to scoop a 
handful of berries from the tussocks of moss that 


Shine red and blue and golden with them, then munches 
them absently while walking steadily onwards. 


Ahead of him, the stag is dancing away, calling him, leading 
him on. When he has to curl up on the ground 


to sleep, he knows it's keeping watch. Once he has woken 
up to see it standing right over him, head bent 


low as if in concern, and that's when he saw how velvety 
soft the shorter hair on its head and face looks. But 


when he lifted a hand, the stag stepped away again. No 
touching, it seems to say. Just come with me. And 


he goes. 


He begins to get on his feet again, but this time his legs just 
buckle and he sinks back to the ground. Wet 


and cold seep up from the moss into his ragged clothes and 
through them, all the way to his skin. He 


trembles again, clenches his jaw to stop his teeth from 
chattering, closes his eyes. Just fora moment, he 


thinks, for the moment that he needs to dredge up every bit 
of strength he can summon. His head sinks 


Slowly forward. 


Something touches his back and despite the loud, shrill 
whistling in his ears he looks over his shoulder. The 


stag is there, muzzle close, head tilted back as if to keep the 
huge antlers away from him. It makes a deep 


keening sound, warm breath puffing on his neck, and 
nudges him again. He wants to laugh but no sound 


comes out, his throat is thick and sticky as he turns 
awkwardly around and raises his arms. Then he's 


touching it at last, fingers weaving into thick stiff hairs 
around the animal's neck, burying his face into its 


coat. It's rough and slick at the same time, he breathes in 
the heavy scent and feels a wet muzzle nudging 


him in a silent question. 


He smiles into the thick fur. Now he's happy, now he only 
wants to lie down and sleep, but the stag won't 


let him. It's agitated, it makes low sounds and begins to 
shuffle onward, dragging the man who won't let go 


of its neck. It feels so good, so warm, his arms are so tired 
but he won't let go. Slowly he pulls himself up, 


crawls forward like a mole until he's sprawled on the 
animal's back, hands grabbing its coat. He's so tired, 


his head is burning, and every step of the stag echoes inside 
him in a dull wave of pain. So softly and steadily 


it treads, as if mindful of his condition. 
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He doesn't know how long it's been since he drifted into a 
slumber, but when he wakes up enough to open 


his eyes, it's getting dark. He's thirsty and hot, or maybe 
cold, he's not sure any more, but that doesn't 


matter now. He knows he's never been this deep into the 
woods. Dark, dense forest surrounds them, trees 


all around, every branch decorated by a long beard of 
lichen. There is something strange straight ahead and 


the stag is impatient. It stomps its feet, lets out a quiet 
snort. The man peers ahead and then slides down 


onto unsteady feet, grabs the animal for support but it 
Shakes him loose and walks forth. The man sways 


and squints his weary eyes. 


Two ancient elms grow side by side, far enough apart so 
that the man could perhaps just touch each of them 


if he went to stand between them and spread his arms. 
Their gnarled trunks bend toward each other, so that 


at the height of about two men they entwine together in a 
riot of leaves and twigs. Between them, the forest 


looks brighter, greener, lighter. 
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The man frowns. Is this his fever making him see things? 
Surely that's just a trick of the waning light, or 


maybe it's just because the shining black stag is standing 
between him and the strange gateway, looking over 


its shoulder at him. Then it turns and leaps into the 
passage. 


He stares after it. He's so cold, his head is throbbing and his 
feet don't want to move an inch, but he doesn't 


want to lose the living warmth that has carried him this far. 
He trudges closer, takes the last few steps and 


closes his eyes. 


When he opens them again, he has to blink. Is he dreaming 
again? This is not the forest he has seen in his 


dreams, yet the light is the same. It's dusky and he can't 
really see colors, but he can see textures, shadows, 


movement. The forest around. The shrubbery. Deeper 
darkness under trees. Berries. The eyes of an owl. A 


tiny mouse that freezes for a moment before darting away, 
leaving behind a scent trail of startled fear. 


He wants to look around but something slows him down. His 
head is heavy, his body feels strange and he 


tries to raise a hand to touch his head, then realizes that he 
cannot feel his arms. They have no feeling. 


Frightened, he looks down at himself, feels a weight pulling 
his head down, hears a snapping sound and sees 


-- hooves. 


That's when he truly panics for the first time. He yells, 
except that what comes out is a groaning hoot, deep 


and penetrating. It echoes in the woods, he bursts into a run 
and understands in a flash that he's moving not 


on two, but four legs, that the weight on his head is 
something that snags on branches as he runs blindly 


onward, on and on. The air smells of a million things but he 
doesn't stop until the heavy something on his 


head catches on a thick branch so hard that he loses his 
balance and lurches forward, lungs burning. 


And there it is again, the black stag, the devil's deer. It has 
been running alongside him with an easy gait, 


keeping abreast of him, and now it has stopped to watch as 
he staggers up. His fear and panic and sheer fury 


rise once more, he has no idea what is happening and why 
and how, can he do it or not, but he wants 


revenge and he can think of only one way to have it now. A 
red haze fills his mind as he lowers his head and 


charges. 


The crash is deafening, the impact enough to make him see 
stars, but he stands his ground, hind legs 


straining. Antlers crackle as they smash together, breath 
turns into harsh groans, hooves and tendons snap 


with exertion. His adversary is strong. He pants for air, feels 
his footing slip, falls on his knees. 


The air tastes sweet and heavy, it's full of something he 
can't name. It intoxicates him. Neither of them is 


giving in. Heads sink slowly lower, spiky crowns still locked 
together. He's exhausted. His last thought 


before oblivion is that the black stag has won. Just like he 
knew it would in the end. 
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Light is the first thing he's conscious of. He opens his eyes 
slowly, sees the light screened by dense trees into a soft, 
green dusk, and wonders what this new dream is. 


He turns his head, marveling at the softness underneath 
him, grabs a handful of it and looks. Dry moss and 


lichen, animal hairs, leaves. They have been worked into a 
nest-like bed in a recess between high tree roots 


and undergrowth, they smell of forest and sleep and safety. 
He breathes in the scent, then starts and raises 


his hand once more in front of his face. A hand, yes, his 
hand. Tanned, scarred, scraped. His own hand. He 


sinks bony fingers into his hair, combs them through 
tangled curls, touches his body. He's a man again, a 


bunch of bones and dry muscle, like cords of rope; but a 
man. Even in this new dream. 


The fever is gone and so are the cold and the splitting 
headache and weariness and dull pain in his lungs. He 


feels rested and for a while he just lies there to relish the 
feeling. Why and how and if he's still alive to dream like this, 
he doesn't know. He doesn't want to think, just enjoy, and 
he closes his eyes again, smiling to 


himself. 
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He's not really tired any more, but it's so easy to drift back 
into sleep in this gentle light, on a soft bed that smells of 
warmth. He raises an arm, nestles his head more 
comfortably in the crook, sighs contentedly. The 


forest is silent once more, but this time it's a comfortable 
silence. 


He knows he has dozed off because a slight movement 
nearby startles him awake. He peers through his 


eyelashes at the offender, then gasps and his eyes open 
wide. 


Next to him squats a youth, hardly more than a boy. He is 
very slim, face triangular and tanned, hair a wild, 


ragged mess of dark brown. The man wonders if it has ever 
even seen a comb, then almost laughs at his own 


crazy thoughts. The youth looks at him, head tilting in an 
oddly familiar gesture, lips twitching a little. His 


eyes are huge, slanted, like brown amber or the honey of 
heather blossoms. 


"How do you feel?" 


The man chokes at the voice. It's dark, too, yet somehow 
translucent, clear and cool. Like the water in bog 


springs. 


He has to try a few times before his throat, so used to 
silence, is willing to work. 


"Who are you?" he asks hoarsely. 


The youth smiles and cocks his head again and now the 
man knows what it makes him think of. He 


remembers the fox cubs he came across a few summers 
previously, their small faces and bright eyes. Too 


young to be afraid of him, that's exactly how they looked at 
him from between the grass and shrubbery: 


heads turning this way and that, trying to decide what to 
make of this strange giant standing in front of 


them. He remembers grinning and letting them be; too 
Small for furs, he told himself then. Not worth the 


trouble. 
“Thelenor," the youth says. "My name is Thelenor." 


“Thelenor," he repeats slowly, trying to get the name to roll 
from his tongue in that same way. Like water tumbling over 
stones in a brook. The youth smiles and nods, hugs his 
knees to his chest with bare arms and 


sets his narrow chin on them. The man pushes himself up on 
an elbow, suddenly wary. 


“Thelenor," he says again. It sounds strange in his mouth, 
the word, and he sits up. They are all alone in the quiet 
forest. "What are you?" 


This time the youth laughs a little. "Does it matter?" 


The man stares at him, then slowly shakes his head. "I don't 
know," he says. "But where are we? What happened? What 
happens now? Did you bring me here?" 


"You have many questions." The boy's smile widens. "Won't 
you tell me your name first?" 


"I'm Bareth," he says. "Please, Thelenor. Tell me. Is this a 
dream?" 


Thelenor laughs again, rocks a little, and Bareth glowers at 
him. "What's so funny?" 


"| cannot tell you where we are," the youth says. "It wouldn't 
mean anything to you anyway. You don't know this place." 


Bareth snorts a little, frustrated. "All right then. At least tell 
me whether this is a dream or what. Am | 


dreaming? Am | dead?" 


"You tell me." Thelenor's gaze is intense. "What do you 
think?" 
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Bareth frowns, then leans closer and slowly raises a hand. 
He looks into those amber eyes, hand hovering 


closer, still closer. Thelenor holds his breath, he's biting his 
lip a little and Bareth can feel the warmth of soft skin even 
before his fingers brush against it. He hears the hiss of 
Thelenor's breath, sees dark eyelashes 


flutter as if wanting to close, but the eyes don't turn away. 
And now it's his turn not to breathe as he cups 


the boy's face in his palm for a moment before snatching his 
hand back and turning away. 


But Thelenor smiles still, touches Bareth's arm with his 
fingers. "Am | real?" he asks quietly. 


Bareth is panting hard, not saying a word, and Thelenor 
nudges him a little. "Am 1?" 


“How would | know?" Bareth whispers. "This has to be a 
dream. I'm dreaming this all." 


“Then you know what will happen next." Thelenor nods and 
hugs his knees again, looks sagely at Bareth 


who turns to face him once more. 


"Yes," Bareth says slowly. Inside him, confusion is battling 
with exasperation. He's fumbling in the dark, he's lost his 
footing in this bizarre dream, and his temper is rising to 
fight. "Yes, | know. This is my dream. 


None of this is really happening, I'm dreaming this all, and 
you're just part of this dream. So you will do 


what | want and right now | want you to tell me how | got 
here." 


"| think you know it already," Thelenor says and Bareth 
huffs. Now he's angry; Thelenor is not playing by the rules. 


"The stag," he grinds out. "Yes. It was the stag, it brought 
me here -- but why? Is it yours?" 


Thelenor's lips pull into a thoughtful pout, then he shakes 
his head. "No." He draws the word out. "No, it's not mine." 


“But you know why it brought me here?" Bareth presses on. 
“Remember -- this is my dream. You have to answer me. 
Now. Why am | here?" 


"Because." Thelenor stops rocking, sits cross-legged on the 
ground and leans his elbows on his knees. 


"Because | want to ask you something." 


Bareth simply waits, silent. Thelenor's face is intense, his 
lips parted. Under the dark hair his eyes are 


strangely luminous even in the dim evening light. 


"You must choose, Bareth." Thelenor's hands creep up to 
grab slim upper arms. They squeeze, as if he's 


feeling cold. "Will you stay here with me, or will you go 
back?" 


"Back?" Bareth gapes. "What do you mean, back?" 


"Back to the -- to your old life." Thelenor nods, as if to 
assure them both. "If you want to return and live on like 
nothing has happened, l'Il show you the way back and then 
say goodbye. You will forget all this." 


"Is that it?" Bareth's eyes narrow into slits. "Is that really all? 
The stag brought me here, all the way here, just so that you 
could offer to take me back?" 


"Of course not!" The youth huffs in disdain. "No, you're here 
so that | could ask you to stay." 


"But why?" Bareth tries to read an answer from the clear 
amber of the boy's eyes but fails. All he sees is the luster, 
like a spring mirroring the sun. "What does it all mean? 
What will happen then?" 


Thelenor opens his mouth, then suddenly looks frightened 
and shakes his head. "I cannot say more. I'm 


sorry." 
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"You cannot?" Bareth laughs incredulously, harshly. "Like 
hell you cannot! This is my dream, remember? 


And | say that you must tell me." 


"I can't!" Thelenor pulls away but Bareth follows him, 
nostrils flaring as he recognizes the scent. 


"If | stay," he growls, crawling towards the boy, "what will | 
be? Tell me, Thelenor! What will | be then? A man? A stag? 
Or something else?" 


Thelenor is breathing hard, trying to get away, but Bareth's 
hand grabs his arm and yanks him back. Bareth 


Shakes him roughly, then suddenly freezes and his eyes 
glaze over. 


He feels it again. The fury, the heat, the haze, the scream of 
straining muscles and the creaking of antlers 


locked to each other in a death grip. Sensations hit him like 
a flash flood and leave him gulping for air, and 


he just knows he hasn't imagined a single second of it. He's 
trapped inside a mad dream, but it's still the 


Same dream. 


Slowly his eyes focus again, and he sees once more 
Thelenor's face in front of him. 


“There is no choice really, is there?" he whispers through 
clenched teeth. "It did happen -- the trees, the stag, the 
battle... Something has already happened to me, isn't that 
so?" 


His grip tightens. "Tell me the truth, now! What is this all 
about? What's -- what will -- happen..." 


Words catch in his throat as he looks down into huge honey- 
brown eyes. They are wide and wild, the boy's 


lips part as he meets Bareth's gaze. He's breathing quickly, 
pale throat throbbing, frightened and yet not. It's 


not fear Bareth sees in those eyes, or rather, not only fear. 
There's a challenge and a sorrow. 


His fingers dig into thin shoulders and then recognition 
clicks in his brain as he breathes in the scent of 


Thelenor's hair. It's musky, it's heady, it's the scent of lust, it 
makes his whole body go aflame. Bareth 


swallows, tries to speak again through the thickening haze 
in his mind. "This is my dream, and you... will 


do what I... want you to." 


His mouth crushes Thelenor's lips. The youth makes a 
startled sound and his whole body tenses, then 


simply melts under Bareth's hands. Slim arms snake around 
Bareth's wiry torso, lips press together, tongues 


entwine. Bareth devours the strange, willing youth, he licks 
and bites unblemished skin, and if they were 


wearing something a moment ago or not, he can't tell, 
because very soon there is nothing to hide Thelenor's 


body from his eyes. 


Yes, this is Bareth's dream. His secret obsession, the thing 
he has longed for in vain, something he has closed 


outside his consciousness as best he can. Nobody must 
know or even guess this quirk in his nature, so he has 


hidden it deep and well, guarded jealously his painful secret. 
Dreams have kept him company in his 


solitude, but fearing ridicule and rejection he has always 
avoided the reality. Let the others shun and suspect 


what they will, as long as they don't know the truth: that 
women leave him indifferent whereas the beauty 


of a male body fills him with craving, lust and awe. 


And here is Thelenor, splayed nude in front of him. Thelenor 
with his messy mop of dark hair, slim limbs 


quivering with tension, large eyes smiling at him in 
incredulous glee. He's beautiful, so beautiful and so 


strange. There is no body hair on Thelenor's skin, supple 
and smooth, and Bareth wants to touch it, to kiss 


it. Thelenor's hands rise to touch him, they tickle the pale 
trail of hair on his chest, follow it down to his 


navel and lower still. The boy pulls his lip between sharp 
white teeth and lets out a little laugh when Bareth, 


on hands and knees above him, bows down and buries his 
face into a gently tanned neck. 


Thelenor tastes of many things, sweet and salty and bitter, 
he smells of green, of pitch and marsh and moss 


and deer. Bareth nuzzles his hair, it's full of twigs and leaves 
from the earthy mattress underneath them, he 


closes his eyes and sees once more the odd nighttime light 
and the black stag running through it. His lips 
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find a curving shell underneath the hair, he listens to 
Thelenor's shuddering breath as the tip of his tongue 


traces its contour, then his eyes blink open and he stares at 
the pointy ear. 


Pointy. 


Is this a dream after all? Bareth thinks. But why is he 
dreaming of pointy ears and messy hair, why not of 
someone more like himself? Of a fellow hunter, or a young 
man from the villages? Then he forgets all such 


thoughts when cool fingers curl around his swollen cock and 
squeeze gently. How can it be that such a slim 


hand feels so infinitely better than his own? Thelenor pants 
and moans, teeth nipping Bareth's shoulder, 


whispers something over and over again. 


"Mine... my mate... my own." 


Bareth kisses him, gathers Thelenor in his arms. He doesn't 
care what this creature is, all he cares for is the 


way Thelenor feels against him, the way those arms and 
legs wrap around him, the way busy lips touch his 


skin. Thelenor is cool and smooth to touch, Bareth lets one 
hand tousle that dark hair and laughs when his 


other palm glides along the flat planes of the boy's body. 


Such an odd dream, he thinks, but he doesn't want it to end. 
Not now, when he's kissing a beautiful youth 


who hums eagerly into the kiss and pleasures him with long 
strokes that make his eyes roll back in his head. 


Not now, when he's sucking Thelenor's nipples that are hard 
as barely ripe berries, when Thelenor laughs 


breathlessly and spreads his legs to wrap them around 
Bareth's hips. Not now when his hand slips between 


their bodies to play with the slick, hard length that presses 
against his stomach, to squeeze it gently, to feel 


the incredible smoothness of its head, to make Thelenor 
nearly wail with pleasure. 


Bareth wants this dream to go on and on, he wants to do all 
the things he's only ever imagined during 


lonely nights when his own hands have been so hopelessly 
inadequate to quench the ache and yearning of 


his body. He tastes the creamy droplets glistening on 
Thelenor's cock, laughs when the youth sobs in 


ecstasy, lifts Thelenor in his arms and kisses him again. And 
when his body convulses and the burst of 


release makes him groan into Thelenor's mouth, when 
Thelenor's nails dig into his shoulders and the boy 


throws his head back with a low gasp, Bareth would gladly 
give everything, save the youth in his arms, if 


that would make this dream last forever. 


Afterwards he just holds Thelenor, who curls against him, 
and thinks hazily what a good thing it is to be 


dreaming, because he doesn't feel at all cold even though 
he's lying stark naked on the ground, in the 


middle of forest, an equally naked youth hugged to his 
chest. Thelenor can't get close enough and Bareth 


laughs gently as slim limbs hold him tight. 
"My mate," Thelenor whispers. "My own mate." 


"Is this what you wanted all along?" Bareth mumbles and 
feels the nod. "Why didn't you just tell me, silly?" 


"| couldn't," Thelenor sighs. "It's part of the curse. That I can 
only ask once. Not plead or explain, nothing, just..." 


Bareth squeezes tighter. "The curse?" He's frowning. "What 
have you done, beautiful one?" 


"Nothing." Thelenor sniffs a little. "Let me tell you a story." 


And he tells, the words rolling over Bareth like a relentless 
stream. Thelenor tells of elves, like humans but 


children of a different god, and a treaty some of them have 
broken a long time ago, in times immemorial. 


He tells of the curse placed upon his race, of the 
punishment that runs forever in their blood and strikes 


blindly, capriciously. He tells of elf families anxiously 
watching their sons grow up and approach maturity, 


of sleepless nights spent hoping and praying that the critical 
time would pass without incident, that the boy 


could look forward to an ordinary elf's life. 
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Thelenor also tells of the grief that grips the entire family 
when an elf boy suddenly finds himself 


transformed into a black stag. They know then that the 
curse has had him marked ever since birth, and they 


mourn because they know what his future will hold: 
loneliness, longing, sorrow. A forlorn quest for a man, 


a human man, who'd willingly share his wandering life, and 
of the craving that forces the elf to try again and 


again, makes him hope despite crushing guilt that maybe 
this time... 


Thelenor clings to Bareth tightly and he rocks the trembling 
elf in his arms, shushes him gently. "Guilt?" 


"It's no use deciding that | will not do it, ever again," 
Thelenor sobs, tripping on his words. "I've decided that, 


every time. After that beautiful dark young man went mad 
before we ever reached the Passage. And the 


other one, he flew into such mindless panic when he 
realized he'd been transformed into a deer that he ran 


himself to death -- oh, | tried to stop him but he was totally 
mad with fear -- and the hunter, the one who 


tried to kill me, he never let me say a word, just told me to 
go away. | had to watch him go and | knew he 


was going to die, because he'd been changed already. I've 
killed every one of them, it's my fault, don't you 


understand? I've decided after every one that I'd never 
never ever call another man, that I'd sooner die than 


see it again..." 


"Hush!" Bareth kisses Thelenor until the shivers subside, 
whispers into his soft skin and rough hair. "Don't think of 
them any more. We're here now, aren't we?" 


"Yes." It's a puff of warm air on Bareth's skin and he can 
hear Thelenor's smile. "And you are my mate." 


"But how did you know that | wasn't going to reject you after 
all?" Bareth mumbles, sleep creeping at last over him. "I 
hadn't decided yet." 


"Yes you had." Thelenor presses still a little closer. "In your 
heart you had chosen to stay -- or else you'd have kissed a 
stag." 


Bareth chuckles. He doesn't really understand it, and 
besides, this is all just a strange dream anyway. But he 


rather likes this dream. 
His eyes fall slowly closed and he hugs Thelenor tight. 


KKK 


It looks like it has once been something made by human 
hands: a tent, or perhaps a lean-to. Rotten poles 


have collapsed into a heap, decomposed branches of fir that 
once served as the roof are barely recognizable 


any more. Animals have found shelter here, burrowed 
underneath it, maybe even hid food here. Beside it 


there's a hole in the ground, thickly overgrown by moss. On 
some stones it's still possible to detect the black 


soot left by a fire. 


A wet muzzle almost touches the stones, sniffs at the faint 
smell of long extinguished flames. The black stag 


raises its head, turns slowly as if surveying the place, deep 
in thought. Ears flick, a forked hoof scrapes the 


ground. 


Another dark shape emerges from the woods and walks to 
the first, long bodies pressing close. Its head tilts 


so that huge antlers clack gently together and the animals 
rub shoulder to shoulder, necks bending gracefully 


apart so as to keep their crowns from snagging on each 
other. 


The second stag lets out a low barking sound and leaps 
forward. Its mate follows and together they vanish 


once more into the deepening shadows. 
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Sybaris 

By Jay Lygon 


Isus, the priest at the Temple of Zeus, went to great lengths 
to prove to the people gathered in the town 


center that the drawing was fair. He exaggerated his 
motions as he placed tokens representing the sons of the 


houses of Phokis into the black glazed bowl. Yet when he 
reached his hand in to pull the name of the 


sacrifice, his eyes locked on mine and | knew -- knew! -- that 
| would be given to the monster Sybaris for her 


blood feast. 
| would die. The Priest would have his revenge. 


Perhaps | shouldn't have mocked his desire. The thought of 
those blue veined hands on my flesh made me 


ill though. | didn't masturbate to visions of saggy man-tits 
wobbling on the gray-haired chest of a slender, 


mincing priest. 


Isus made it clear that he wanted me. So many men in 
Phokis did. They tried to seduce me with wine and 


trinkets. | Knew my worth. My full lips and beautiful body 
were not for the ugly or the old. 


The married women of Phokis tried to touch me, too. They 
were revolting creatures. In their secretive 


feminine ways they were all Sybaris. They lured men away 
from fraternal love and sucked the life force 


away. No woman would ever lure me into that marital hell. 


From the moment Isus shouted my name, the city of Phokis 
could deny me nothing. | demanded their sons 


as attendants. | chose only those with the softest mouths 
and the biggest cocks. 


They bathed me in the Temple's ritual pools. Warmed water 
rinsed me clean. Burning bundles of laurel and 


rosemary purified the air | breathed. Down my neck, over 
my smooth chest, between my thighs, over my 


hardening cock, into my receptive anus, my attendants 
massaged oil onto my skin. | reclined and let them 


touch me everywhere. 


| sucked their erections with drowsy affection as | marveled 
at the variety of their cocks. Some flushed angry 


red at the head while others remained bland beige. One 
swung hard to the right, another curved for the sky. 


They grasped my hair as they ground into my face. They 
spurted loads of hot, thick come onto my tongue 


and down my chin. Some came with quiet concentration, 
others grunted, one whispered oaths and curses. | 


tasted each one. | filled my nose with their scents. It was 
glorious. 


On the day of my death, | welcomed each of those precious 
dicks into my well oiled ass as Isus watched 


from behind a screen. | made sure to let sounds of my 
rapture reach his hair-prickled ears. 


The cream of Phokis society left their offerings inside me. 
After they deposited the last treasured pearl 


between my ass cheeks, my attendants poured perfumed 
oils into my black, curly hair. They slicked my 


bronzed skin with kisses and caresses. A plain white kilt of 
fine linen was wrapped around me and a chaplet 


of wild olive leaves rested in my hair as if |, the doomed, 
were victorious. 


Perhaps | would be. 


| blamed the city for my fate and | would have my revenge; 
Sybaris would have a taste of the males of 


Phokis. My sphincter tightened in malicious glee as it 
guarded that sacred pool. | hoped | would live long 


enough to feel the flicker of her tongue against my anus. 
Their musky flavors might pique her appetite for 


real flesh. Would she suck their seed from my ass? | hoped 
to feel her tongue delve deep into me to take my 


secrets. For that | would allow a female touch me. 


Isus insisted he lead me to the cave of the monster. | smiled 
lazily but hoped to keep my senses sharp 


enough that the priest could not take advantage of my 
opiated calm to take his pleasure. 
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As we ascended the foothills of Parnassus, the goat tending 
girls, wild as Maenads that serve Dionysus, 


laughed at me. They threw small stones and mocked my 
beauty. They taunted me with warnings of the 


blood sucking creature living in the cave high on the 
mountain. Thinking me virginal, they described in 


blunt detail the pleasures and delights Sybaris would take 
with my body before she fed. | lowered my eyes to 


the goat path we climbed. My thick, black lashes fluttered 
against my cheeks. The girls sighed in lustful 


unison. | allowed the pure white kilt to slip off my slicked 
Skin into the dust at my feet. | let them see my 


stirring erection, my hard dark brown nipples, my perfect 
buttocks. 


Isus scolded me, scolded them. | walked on, free of 
everything except the chaplet resting in my hair. At the 


top of a small rise | cast a glance at him over my shoulder. 
My recently reamed ass held his full attention. 


| squeezed my buttocks around my secret revenge. Did Isus 
truly want Sybaris to know his flavor, too? | 


laughed and scurried up the path, my luscious ass always 
just beyond his reach like the fruits hanging over 


Tantalus’ ever-hungry mouth in Hades. 


The track was steep. Strewn with sand and lose rocks, it was 
a tough climb. Isus puffed as he ascended. | 


could smell his exertion through the dust coating the inside 
of my nose. 


| followed a tenuous stream as it meandered across our 
path. At a sharp turn was a small grove. Gnarled 


olive trees offered shade. | sank down to my knees beside 
the spring and brought water to my lips. 


Isus scrambled behind me. He put hands on my hips. 


| shoved him away. "Never. Sybaris will feast on my flesh 
tonight. | will go to the afterlife still young, still beautiful. 
The rest of your days you will hunger for me and | will not be 
there to slake your thirst." 


"If you let me touch you, | will find a way to spare your life." 
Pathetic old man. "I'd rather die." 


A hearty laugh filled the air. Isus and | jumped at the 
booming voice. 


At first | did not see the man in the shade of another tree. | 
Saw sandals, and then hairy legs. | thought he 


might be a brother of one of the goat girls, but his clothes 
were far too fine. My gaze traveled up his thick 


thighs as Isus bumped against me. The stranger wore a 
leather kilt that lifted in front as he leisurely stroked 


his cock. 
My heart and groin clutched. 


| blushed and lowered my gaze. He was a man built as a gift 
from the gods. Not tall, but massive everywhere 


- neck, arms, thighs, dick... His bared arms and chest were 
covered in hair that glinted gold and red under 


the harsh midday sun. 


"Well met. Care to join me?" He spoke with a foreigner's 
accent. His voice rumbled like the dark clouds before a 
storm. 


Did | care to join him? | wanted to curl against that strong 
chest and grasp the hairs in my fingers. | wanted 


to lap the head of his cock and tease the length of his shaft 
with slurping tongue strokes. 


Isus stepped between us. "We must be at the mouth of the 
cave before sunset." 


Jealous, doddering fool! Sybaris could wait to feed. She 
would seek us out if we did not go to her. 


| dared a quick glance at the stranger. My cheeks burned 
like a bride enduring bawdy toasts. He smiled at 


me as if he guessed my thoughts. My cock gave me away. It 
reached for him. 
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He glanced up the mountainside. "What waits in the cave?" 


Clearly a stranger if he didn't know of the famous lamia 
Sybaris of Mount Kriphis. 


He rose. | saw the full majesty of his body. A sword swung 
from his hip. A hero. Precum glistened from the 


tip of my cock. | felt like one of those girls in town who 
cream between their legs when the legends pass 


through. 


"A monster waits in the cave," Isus hissed. "Sybaris can take 
any shape. She seduces our young men and feeds off their 
blood and flesh." 


"You're a sacrifice," the hero spoke to me. 


Too lust addled to trust my tongue, | nodded. The sun beat 
down on my anointed head. The drugs they 


gave me made my head ache. | don't know if it was the 
heat, the opium, or the man, but my stomach 


flopped. 


He plucked the chaplet from my hair. Isus reached for it in 
vain. The hero lifted my chin with his thick 


finger. My eyes were still drawn down not to his feet, but the 
thick patch of curls just under his navel. 


| could smell his scent. Under sweat and dirt he smelled of 
power and heroic deeds. | wanted to bury my 


face against him and drink his power. Those arms would be 
like bronze bands to pin me to his bed. 


"Look at me," he commanded. 


After my ass, my eyes were easily my best feature. | knew 
how to use those large brown orbs and luxurious 


lashes. How many men in Phokis lost all reason when my 
doe's eyes gazed at them? | slowly brought them 


to his face so that he could savor the moment. For added 
emphasis | bit my bottom lip gently. | made 


myself tremble against his touch. 
“How was he chosen?" Now the hero addressed Isus. 
"His name was chosen from among the sons of Phokis." 


"Randomly," | said but | let my gaze slide to Isus so that the 
bitterness in my tone had a target. 


"Then it won't matter if | take his place." The hero placed 
the chaplet on his head. 


| sank to my knees. Before him | would prostate myself. | 
leaned forward to kiss his cock. 


Isus pulled me away before | could take the swollen 
godhead into my mouth. | cursed. 


"He was chosen." 


| shook off the Priest's hand and rested my head on the 
hero's thigh. The muscles were hard under my soft 


hands. He stroked my hair. | showed Isus a nasty grin. 
"If | face Sybaris, you will have the youth." 
Isus' greedy eyes went to me. 


| buried my face in the hero's groin. "Don't leave me with 
Isus. He only wants to rape me." | wrapped my arms around 
the girth of his thigh. My fingers lightly brushed his heavy 
ball sack. 


Isus ignored me. "Who should | say faces Sybaris? They will 
ask in town." 
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My hero peeled my hands away. He dressed in leather body 
armor. "Eurybaros, son of Euphemos. The 


monster Sybaris is in the cave?" 

Isus and | nodded. 

"Then | shall see this monster of yours." 
"She will try to tempt you." 


He checked his sword. "I will withstand her advances." 


Not another glance in my direction! He strode up the hill as 
if the steep grade was nothing to him. He 


didn't even give me a parting kiss. 


| crossed my arms over my chest and climbed on a boulder 
to sulk. Isus tried to lure me down but | would 


not be moved. | refused to watch Eurybaros go to certain 
doom on my behalf and | refused to return to 


Phokis. 


"We shouldn't stay. She isn't always sated by one man," Isus 
whined as he settled into the shade. Gnats hovered over the 
Shallow pools of water in the stream. 


"She would be sated by him. Anyone would." | bit my 
fingernail and glowered down at Isus. 


As the afternoon cooked the air around us, the old priest fell 
into slumber. | seized the opportunity to 


scramble up the hill after Eurybaros. The turning, twisting 
trail confused my sense of direction and the sun 


blistered my shoulders as if to punish me for abandoning 
the priest. 


| stopped to rest several times. Overhead, a carrion-eater 
glided in patient circles against a cerulean blue sky. 


The paths were narrower near the summit. Low growing 
oregano and other herbs sparsely dotted the rocky 


peak in patches of silvery green where the goats had yet to 
graze. 


Crushing the pungent leaves under my nose, | was for a 
moment transported back to my parent's home. 


The verdant scent reminded me of food and luxury. With 
Sybaris either sated or destroyed, | could return 


to that. Instead, | climbed. 


The sun neared the horizon, spreading wide rays that 
glowed yellow and pink light on the underside of 


distant puffy clouds. Far to the east, Nyx spread her silent 
wings across the sky like a mother pulling a warm 


blanket over her sleeping child. 
Sybaris would soon wake to feed. 


The peak was a hard, near vertical, climb. My soft hands 
were scraped and bruised from clinging to rocks. 


Blood clotted on my knee. When | saw the stygian darkness 
of the cave rise before me, | ducked down 


behind boulders. 


Bones of humans and animals were strewn across the 
ground between rocks and stunted shrubs. Small rib 


bones were decorated with leathered flesh. The remains of 
Sybaris' meals crunched under my feet and 


shattered to dust. 


Far distant | heard the bleat of goats. Before the cave, even 
the breeze fell silent. | rested against the great 


rock until | regained my breath. The kilt would have been 
nice. No matter how much | cleared away, there 


were more sharp rocks to bite into my flesh when | tried to 
sit. | kneeled instead. Ants found my legs. | 


crushed them between my thumbnail and forefinger. 
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Eurybaros stood at the edge of the earth's great gaping 
mouth but did not enter the foul darkness. His 


shoulders were wide and thickly corded with muscle. Unlike 
some heroes | could name -- Perseus, Theseus - 


- Eurybaros did not run to fat. He was solid. | remembered 
the feel of his hairy thigh under my hands and 


my cock swelled with desire. 


| wanted to call out his name. Before | could, | heard 
Sybaris. 


"What have they brought me?" She was delighted with him, 
the monstrous whore. She clapped her hands 


together and laughed. | covered my ears so that the sound 
wouldn't drive me mad. 


She was unhealthy pale. Her wide lips were stained brown 
with old blood. Long teeth pressed against her 


mouth. | imagined that her breath stank of coppery death. 


Like the wild goat girls on the lower slopes, her hair was a 
tumble of dark curls. "Aren't you just lovely?" She advanced 
on Eurybaros in what was, | Supposed, a sensuous dance. 
Her hips undulated under her clothes 


like waves on the ocean. She drew her hands from her 
thighs, up her belly, through the cleft of her cleavage 


and into her hair. She fixed her hypnotic gaze on Eurybaros 
and slithered to him. 


Eurybaros did not react. 


Her eyes were like the fires of Hades, dark but smoldering 
with wicked knowledge. There was laughter on 


her lips but carnal hunger gave her face a feral cast. 
"Take off your clothes." Her voice was low. 


| grasped for a kilt | no longer wore. Shaking my head, | 
cleared her poisonous words from my brain. 


He stripped away his armor. | wanted to call out a warning 
to him, but he held his sword ready in his hand 


while he disrobed. 
| noticed that he wasn't hard. So did Sybaris. 


With a practiced pout, she melded into the aspect of 
another woman. Her skin darkened to the color of the 


night sky. Her hair curled tight like the Africans, but | had 
never seen an African with skin that dark. Before 


my eyes she went from slender to round. Her breasts 
swelled to offer plump nipples, hard silver coins so ripe 


that even | wanted to grasp them and press my lips to their 
font. 


Eurybaros held his ground. 


She transformed her skin to the color of sheep's milk, and 
her hair to a shade like autumn grasses. She went 


from frail to tall and buff in an ever changing offering of 
delights that no mortal man had ever refused. 


Sybaris, according to legend, never attacked. She liked to 
play with her food. She wanted it to beg for her 


lethal kiss. 


| sucked in a breath when I saw that her eyes were pale, 
pale blue -- an unnatural shade, like a goat. Fora 


brief moment those eyes flickered to my hiding place. | 
worried that she might smell me. | held my breath 


as fear stabbed through me. Even when Isus named me as 
the sacrifice | wasn't able to truly believe | would 


die. That certainty fled like a flock of startled doves before a 
housecat. My throat was raw and dry. 


Eurybaros shifted his stance. 


She turned back to him. "What do you like? | can be any 
lover you desire." She became a creature with skin the color 
of sand and long straight black hair. Her eyes were odd, not 
quite round anymore, slanted. It was a 


lovely aspect. Even |, who have no appetite for girls, found 
her slim hips and small breasts lovely. 
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My heart ached. | knew eventually Sybaris would find an 
aspect Eurybaros desired. Then | would know 


what woman he lusted for and | could weep for him in the 
dark as | squatted over her victim's remains. 


What did he dream of while he stroked his thick cock in the 
shade? Big breasts? Wide hips? A refined girl 


like those in the towns, or a hellion like the sheep herders? 
Did he have a wife that he loved? A woman he 


liked to fuck? 


Jealousy clawed my chest, tore gaping, bleeding wounds. My 
head rested on my arms for a moment before | 


willed myself to face the shape of his desire. 


She changed forms again. | could barely see his face, but | 
knew from profile that his cock did not respond. 


She changed into a sheep, a goat, while she mocked his 
flaccid dick. She tried tall, short, fat, thin, wan, but 


he did not stir. 
Eurybaros stood with his sword at the ready. 
Hope slowly overcame my fears. 


A wicked smile that showed her fangs curved the edges of 
her lips. Suddenly she was the most beautiful man 


I've ever seen. "Did you ever meet Achilles, hero? Did you 
want him? He was nearly a god in so many 


ways." She sported an improbable cock, nested in golden 
curls. 


Eurybaros' cock thickened. | heard a catch in his breath. My 
cock hardened, too. Did the tragic hero of 


Troy truly look like that? Was such beauty destroyed in the 
name of that slut Helen? Hector died, too, and 


he was more my type. Many heroes of my fevered dreams 
were lost on the plains of Troy. 


"Apollo?" The form she offered was so pure that | could not 
stare directly at it. 


"You dare mock the gods?" Eurybaros bellowed. His voice 
echoed in the cave. The rocks under my feet 


shook as if they too trembled at the wrath of the gods. 


Chastened, she became a younger man. A smaller man. Her 
hair drew to shoulder length black curls. 


He moaned through clamped teeth. 


Her big brown eyes stared at his cock. "Is this it? This is 
what you like?" She dropped to her knees. 


My heart flew to the stars even as | cursed the cunning 
witch. 


In the voice of a youth like me, she courted him. "May | suck 
your cock, my lord?" 


Eurybaros was solidly engorged. He seemed as if he wanted 
to speak but was too entranced by the young 


stud before him. 


She crawled closer to him. "Will you fuck me, my lord? Will 
you put that hard cock between my ass cheeks 


and use me? Please, my lord. I'm so tight just for you." 


The tip of his sword slowly arced down until it pointed to the 
floor. | saw his large hand loosen on the hilt. 


"No! No!" | burst from my hiding place. "She's not real!" | 
was livid that he wanted that youth. 


Eurybaros looked at me in a stupor. Then he looked at the 
youth on the floor before him with lust in his 


eyes. 


Sybaris opened her mouth to take in his hard-on. Her eyes 
sparkled in triumph as she gloated at me. 
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"No!" | pushed her away. In surprise, for a moment she 
reverted to her original form, something ugly and impure. 


Anger flooded through his face. He shoved me aside as he 
regained his stance. 


She hissed laughter. "Is this the aspect you like most? | can 
become him." She started to look like me. 


In a dance of steel and fang, | watched the hero engage the 
monster in an arista -- a battle that transcended 


violence to become art. 


Night almost ruled the sky. Twilight lingered as if waiting 
with bated breath to see how the fight would 


end. Maybe the gods held time still. 


| was unarmed and unclothed. | wanted to rush into the fight 
but | was afraid to make him lose his 


concentration. 


Eurybaros' muscles flexed and bulged, but Sybaris was 
strong with fury and evil. She hissed, snarled like the 


monster she was. His sword finally struck true against her 
sinuous form. 


She howled as her black blood spewed poison to the earth. 
Enraged, she jumped on him. Her horrible, 


stinking mouth opened. Those sharp teeth closed in on his 
throat. 


He gave a mighty heave, arms and legs using her 
momentum the push her over his prone body. 


She fell over the side of the cliff beneath the mouth of the 
cave. | heard her screams as she plunged down the 


Slopes of Mount Kriphis and then a bone-shattering thud. 
Below us, the monster lay dead. The force of the 


impact split a boulder, her body, her skull. Withered, 
unclean, her broken body stained the sun bleached 


rocks. 


| threw myself into his arms. He stank of battle, but | didn't 
want the odor out of my nose. His hands 


kneaded my ass cheeks as he pulled me close. His hard 
cock jabbed my belly. To kiss me, he had to bend 


down. | lifted my face to his and took his bruising mouth. He 
pushed my lips open to taste me. | staggered 


at the force, but his arms were around me and held me to 
him. 


He laughed at my attempts to regain my feet. 
"We'll stay here until morning. Too dark to hike down." 


Night, roused from her reverie, claimed the sky from east to 
west. 


| sank to my knees when he released me. My mouth barely 
fit over his cock. He held my anointed head 


between his massive hands as he pushed into me. | felt him 
hit the back of my throat. When | gagged, he 


fucked my face harder. | loved the feel of his wiry hairs as 
they crashed against my face. 


"I want to see you," he told me as he moved away to make 
a fire. 


There was no moon. Stars shone but gave us no light. All 
was dark. | rubbed my arms as | felt the presence 


of the cave in shudders down my spine. We stayed on the 
outer edge of the cliff. The foul depths of Sybaris' 


abode were not fit for humans. 


When he had a small blaze lit, | stretched on the ground and 
reached back to part my ass cheeks. 


| waited. And waited. "I'm no virgin, lord," | assured him. 
Why did he delay? | wanted him to mount me. 


After the hero slays the monster, it was traditional for him to 
take his prize. | pouted and wriggled as he 


seemed to ignore protocol. 
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"You're a spoiled brat." 


It was like a slap to my face. My mouth fell open even 
though | was without words. 


“Tomorrow you will drop on your knees before that old priest 
and you will beg him to take his pleasures 


with you. Never offend the priests. They have the ears of 
the gods themselves and, as a hero, | know the 


value of the favor of the gods. You will offer your body to 
him until his lust and honor are sated." 


| would not, but | knew not to argue before | had him 
completely enchanted. | let my long lashes shadow 


my eyes and tried to look contrite. "Will my lord take his 
hard won pleasure first?" 


"I'll take you when | please. But remain in that position. It's a 
better view than even the stars." He chuckled while he 
cooked a small meal for himself. 


My hands grew weary. | released my buttocks. 


He slapped my ass with his open hand. The blow stung. "I 
said to stay in that position." The growl in his voice brought 
conflicting fears and desires to me. 


| reached back to present myself to him again. My stomach 
gurgled at the scent of food. | needed a drink. 


He stroked my skin. His big hands were rough with calluses 
and his touch made my nerves leap. Light, 


teasing caresses moved across the backs of my thighs. My 
hips rose to chase his fleeting touch. 


He was suddenly over me with an expression of such hunger 
that | shrank away. He looked as if he'd devour 


my body with the same ferocity Sybaris once threatened. 
Looming, he looked enormous. His male scent was 


so strong | gasped for clean air. 


The firelight showed me that he was in no mood for sudden 
shyness. He pushed my legs apart with his 


knee. Parting my buttocks, he spit on my anus. The hot, 
warm liquid stoked my lust. 


| groaned as his fingers explored my ass. Rough fingers 
penetrated to the knuckle, twisted, probed. My teeth 


ground into my knuckles. 


He was insistent but patient as he pressed just the head of 
his cock inside me. | breathed hard into the 


ground. None of the sons of Phokis had his girth. | wished | 
had oil to lubricate his shaft. 


His hairy chest pressed against my back, tickling my skin. 
One strong arm crushed me against him as he 


overpowered me. My balls tightened as | begged to shoot 
my load. 


He pushed deeper. 


| evoked gods and blessings as he rocked into me. He was 
so hard that | worried | couldn't take him in 


without ripping. | forced myself to relax. Concentrating on 
how good it was to open for him, | welcomed 


his cock. My anus grasped him. 


My hard cock was abraded under us. | didn't care. He fucked 
me deliberately, never rushing. | growled and 


panted. | tried to stroke myself to climax, but he pinned my 
arms at the wrists. Tremors of excitement 


passed through my body and he grunted laughter as he felt 
how | liked it. 


His balls slapped mine as he fucked me. He buried to his hilt 
in my ass before sliding out. Sometimes he 


withdrew completely before banging back into me. 


| cried, pleaded, and prayed that it would end and yet go on 
forever. Fighting to escape from his hold, | 


bucked against him. His hot breath against my back 
changed. 
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| wailed when he pulled out of me again but did not plunge 
back inside. | screamed frustration. My fists 


pounded the cave floor when he released his grip. 


Eurybaros grasped my hair and pulled me to my knees. He 
shot his thick come into my face. | opened my 


mouth to drink in his gift. | lapped away the strands of hot 
come stringing from my lips to the head of his 


cock as | whimpered my gratitude. 


Eurybaros rested on the ground, propping himself up on one 
elbow. He hefted his penis and balls in his 


hand. "Come rinse me off with your tongue. Pay particular 
attention to my scrotum. | like to be clean." 


| crawled to my new lord. 


"| know your type. You need a firm master who will keep you 
bathed and oiled. You love fine clothes and 


servants. Those soft hands should never be calloused." 


| tasted his sweat behind his balls and lapped happily at the 
nectar. 


"I'll fuck you every day like you need to be fucked -- 
mercilessly. In exchange you will worship the ground | walk 


on. You will always be ready for my cock." 


| sucked on the muscle behind his balls until a soft moan 
escaped his lips and | smiled into his scrotum as | 


knew he was pleased with me. In the cloud of his hairy 
groin, his cock stirred. 


He grasped my hair to pull me to his mouth again. His kisses 
were bruising, as if he hadn't eaten in weeks 


and my mouth was his first meal. He rolled me to the 
ground and covered me with his body so that | 


couldn't breath, but | was happy to die that way. His strong 
hands slapped and pushed me into submission 


to his appetites. | had no strength left in me to do anything 
but surrender. 


His lips covered mine as he entered me again, this time with 
less patience, as if claiming territory. My cock, 


trapped between our bodies, was rubbed with sweat slicked 
friction. 


He allowed me to stroke myself to climax so that he could 
feel my orgasm grasp and shudder around his 


hard cock. My come shot into the hairs on his belly. | turned 
my head and cried out. 


| felt the throb of his cock has he emptied into my bowels. 
His thumb traced my lips before he placed a sad, 


tender kiss on their abused skin. A calloused hand stroked 
down my body before pulling me into a quick, 


bone crushing hug. 


Overhead, the skies were clear. Stars shone. My fingertips 
took a languid tour of my bruised and battered 


body, relishing each pain with complete contentment. 
Eurybaros rolled to his side and soon snored. | 


huddled against his back, clinging, smelling, kissing, 
worshipping my hero. 
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A Tale of Koi and Lotus 
By Josie Holiday 


Long ago, the Lotus Court was the most venerated of all the 
spirits of earth and air, renowned for their grace 


and beauty. And of this exalted coterie the Lotus Prince was 
the most glorious of them all, for his regal 


bearing and poise gave him an unearthly, though 
unattainable, air. 


As befitting sovereigns, the Lotus Court wore the finest of 
silks dyed in the most vibrant hues -- and their 


prince was no exception, for he wore as a symbol of his 
station a magnificent gold and crimson robe which 


was the talk, and the envy, of his subjects. 


Each day the glade where the court made their home and 
held council was filled with admirers wishing to 


pay tribute and marvel at their colorful pageant. One day, a 
pale white koi from a nearby pond happened 


upon the court as he was sunning his scales. 


"Such beauty," he mused as he gazed at the still, silent 
prince in his vibrant robes. "And such finery! Had | as rich 
and radiant a coat, | would surely command respect as 
well." 


And it was with this thought and the glimpse of the Lotus 
Prince's face that the koi retreated to the water's 


depths to dream and plan. 


The next day the koi approached the Lotus Court in the 
glade, carrying with him a gift of small pearls and 


sand-polished stones from the bed of his pond. As a 
creature of water, he neither knew nor cared for the 


politics and niceties of the surface world, and so didn't 
recognize the shocked expressions of the courtiers as 


this pale, sorry creature with a handful of pebbles strode 
past them to address their prince in the privacy of 


his palanquin. 


"Since | laid eyes on you from the shores of my pond I've 
thought of nothing else," said the koi as he 


bowed, presenting his tribute. He smiled warmly as he 
sought the startled prince's eyes. "It would please me 
greatly to have an audience with you alone." 


The court's attendants hid their scorn and amusement 
behind their sleeves. What made the pallid 


commoner with his paltry offering think he was worthy of 
their consideration? 


The prince, however, was intrigued by the koi's confidence 
and careless nature. It had been too long since 


someone spoke to him so unguardedly. Yet he knew that if 
he accepted the youth's proposal here and now, 


he would subject them both to gossip and shame. 


Instead, the prince smiled softly in return and nodded in 
acknowledgement. "To entertain such a request 


here, before my court and guests by light of day, would be 
most unseemly," he said in a measured, careful 


voice. "But I thank you for your attention and your generous 
gift." 


The koi looked at the prince in confusion. He hadn't 
anticipated being refused. Hadn't he made his 


intentions clear? Hadn't he given the finest treasure his 
pond had to offer? He considered the prince's 


answer a moment, then lowered his eyes in acceptance. "As 
you wish." And with that, he turned on his heel and left, with 
only a scattering of pearls and stones at the foot of the royal 
palanquin as proof of his visit. 


So the day passed and, inevitably, the sun faded from the 
sky, leaving behind the stars sparkling in its wake. 


And when the moon rose, full and the color of persimmon 
against the night, the silvery koi returned to the 


now-empty glade like a ghost. And there in the twilight 
stood the Lotus Prince, alone, waiting for him. 


Alone. 


For seven nights the two of them shared each other's 
company, talking, laughing and laying in each other's 


arms with only the moon to bear witness to their meeting. 
But on the eighth night, after they had taken 


their pleasure, the koi drew away from the prince's touch. 
This sudden distance between them confused the 
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prince, who had come to care deeply for his newfound 
consort. "What is it that troubles you," he asked in his soft, 


searching voice. "For if | have wronged you in some way, | 
would make amends." 


"You wrong me with moonlight, Majesty," the youth sulked, 
turning his back to his lover. He spat out the title as if it 
were something sour. "For why else would you only see me 
alone, under the cover of night if not out of shame?" The koi 
wrapped his arms around himself, sheltering his pale body 
from the cold, from view. 


"| have not forgotten the eyes and whispers of your court -- 
and neither have you. Though you are their 


prince, you fear your subjects' judgment. And so you hide 
this plain, pathetic commoner with whom you 


keep counsel from their sight." 


Suddenly, he felt a weight upon his shoulders. When he 
raised his eyes he saw that the prince had enveloped 


him in the splendid silk of his ceremonial coat. Stunned, the 
koi turned to ask what he had done to deserve 


such generosity, but faltered at the sight before him. 


With only his thin white dressing gown to protect him from 
the night's chill, the ruler of the Lotus Court 


never looked so fragile, so vulnerable as he did now. And yet 
the prince was at ease, possessed of a 


confidence, a strength of purpose that only love can give. 
The prince pulled the youth into his arms and 


held him close, kissing him tenderly. 


"You are no shameful secret," he said, "but a treasure which 
| have hoarded from prying eyes." The prince then carefully 
arranged the coat upon the koi's shoulders, as his 
attendants had painstakingly draped it upon 


him in the past. "As proof of my devotion, | ask that you 
accept this as my promise that | shall always be 


with you... and that without your happiness, my title means 
nothing." 


Smiling, the prince eased his consort onto the soft grass, 
cradling him with his body. "Now lie beside me 


and rest. For come the morning, all of the Lotus Court shall 
know of my love for you." 


But when the dawn came, and the courtiers, consorts and 
courtesans returned to the glade, all they found 


was their prince asleep in his dressing gown on the cold 
mist-covered ground. Alone. 


Beneath the waves of his pond the koi rejoiced in his 
newfound prize. Like a child he twirled, delighting in 


how the silks of the prince's coat fanned around him. Even 
here, in these deep waters, how the gold and 


crimson sparkled against his scales! One might think he was 
a monarch himself in so fine a garment. 


Unbidden, the image of the prince's face rose in his mind. 
The memory of his trusting eyes and kind words 


twisted in the pit of his stomach, briefly. "It was gift," the koi 
reasoned. "And wouldn't he want me to take pleasure in his 


gift? Besides, had | stayed, we both would have suffered the 
scrutiny of that tiresome court. 


Doubtless, he is grateful for my discretion." 


Satisfied that he had settled the matter, and his stomach, 
the koi danced through the currents like a flame, 


eager to display his newly-bestowed colors to his brethren. 
And as he predicted, his dazzling coat drew the 


eyes and attentions of many admirers. What the koi did not 
anticipate was how it captivated the eyes of the 


knife-beaked herons that soared in the skies overhead. For 
even at such a distance, the koi's fiery scales 


blazed like a jewel in the water, and the herons had an 
appetite for sparkling things. 


In the glade of the Lotus Court, the prince continued to hold 
council in his white dressing gown, refusing to 


wear anything else. Though he never spoke of the twilight 
meetings with his beloved koi, his dishabille and 


melancholy told volumes to his watchful attendants. Before 
long, all of the court and its subjects were abuzz 


with rumors of the spurned prince and the changeable lover 
who charmed the clothes from his back. 


One day, a small nightingale entered the court, bringing 
news of the herons’ siege on a nearby pond. "Day 


and night the herons raze the waters, filling their gullets 
with fish. Though | am told that there is only one 


that they seek -- a koi with magnificent gold and crimson 
scales." 


And with those words, all of the court knew the truth. For no 
lowly water creature could ever possess such 


finery, unless it was bestowed upon him. 
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The prince paid no heed to the furtive whispers and clucking 
tongues of his subjects. Instead, he rose from 


his throne and decreed that he and his legions would leave 
the safety of the glade to come to the aid of the 


embattled pond-dwellers. 


At this, his attendants raised their voices in disbelief. "My 
lord - the soil of this land is all that we have ever known. 
And yet you would have us abandon it all for the sake of this 
fickle lover?" 


When next the Lotus Prince spoke, it was with the steel and 
authority of a monarch. Though his voice was 


low, the ground trembled with the power it commanded. 
“Though | no longer wear my coat of colors," he 


said, "though my love may be misplaced, | am still your 
ruler. And none shall keep me from honoring my 


VOWS." 


And with that, the Lotus Court humbly left the safety of their 
home and followed their prince into the 


unknown waters of the pond. And as the court sunk their 
roots into the depths of the water, their robes 


fanned out over the pond's surface. Beneath this canopy of 
silks, the pond-dwellers were hidden safely from 


view, leaving the herons no other choice but to abandon 
their search in favor of clearer, more plentiful 


waters. 


Days passed. And before long, the prince was visited by his 
vagabond lover once more. 


"Why?" the koi asked, bewildered and remorseful. "It was 
karma that my betrayal would be my end, but you 
abandoned all that you knew to save me from it. Why?" 


The prince smiled at the frustrated youth and drew him into 
his sheltering arms. "| made you a promise that 


night," he said, "that | would always be with you." 


To hear such kind words and to meet the gentle eyes of the 
prince were more than the koi's conscience 


could bear and his cheeks flushed with shame at how he 
had wronged this noble creature. "Then," he said haltingly 
as he raised his eyes to his lover's, "if you will still have me, 
then I've no choice but to stay by your side. Besides," he 
smiled, falling into the prince's embrace, "to have you chase 
me all over creation would be most tiresome, indeed." 


And forevermore did the koi dwell beneath the sheltering 
fronds of the white lotus, for all of creation to see. 
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The Wishberry Wish 
By Camilla Bruce 


Once upon a time there was a rich merchant's son who 
traveled the lands in search of fine fabrics for his 


father's many stores. The young man was beautiful and fair 
with blond curls and blue eyes, and wherever he 


went the young ladies would swoon and the elder ones 
blush and suddenly remember the long gone 


sweetness of love. 


The boy was untainted by the world's darkness. His gaze 
was that of an innocent, his steps held the 


confidence of one who'd never been to battle, never 
grieved, never hurt. He was one of Fortuna's favored 


children. Money and prospects had been his by birth and on 
his travels he feared nothing as thieves seemed 


to shun him and violence never occurred. It was as if evil 
could not come close enough to touch him and he 


praised his good fortune and paid his due to each church he 
passed: lifted his shiny blue gaze to the heavens 


and said his prayers from a clear, honest heart. 


This young man, we'll call him Peter, had an eye for beauty, 
which was why his father trusted him to bring 


back only the prettiest patterns and the finest woven 
fabrics. For Peter, this thirst for the beautiful was so 


strong, it could almost have been a flaw, had it not been for 
his generosity with the gold coins bestowed 


upon the poor women of the mountain villages and the light 
he brought with him to the small earthen huts 


by the coast, the way he spotted and awarded the 
neglected masters of the arts of spinning, weaving, cutting 


and sewing. He gifted many poor with a better life, selling 
their linen in the cities. 


An angel, they called him. A saint. And he was carefree and 
happy at that. 


On one of his trips through the country, our hero arrived in a 
small village by a great forest. He thought the 


place very sad and ugly. The woodwork of the few houses 
was dark and stained. The people wore only black 


and grey; men, women and children alike. There were few 
items of beauty there and Peter despaired! It was 


as if he could not breathe when all he saw was darkness. 


He felt a strong urge to flee the village, but it was soon to 
be nightfall and he did not wish to travel the 


forest after sunset, as there were wolves haunting the lands. 
Instead he found a small tavern, a place just as 


dark and gloomy as the rest of the village. 


Dark eyes measured him when he entered, over goblets of 
sour wine, from under dirty hair and furrowed 


brows. He must have been a rare sight for them, wearing his 
burgundy cloak over pale blue leggings. 


Shamelessly exposing his wealth through fine jewelry, ruby 
ring and pearl pin. 


He crossed the floor of the smoke-filled room and received a 
short nod from the keeper behind the bar. The 


thin man wore a filthy apron and his gaze pierced the smoky 
air with suspicion. 


Peter was not used to such hostility and his steps faltered a 
little. Wherever he came he was usually greeted 


with friendly smiles and curiosity. It had to be because they 
knew no beauty, he decided, that they behaved 


like this. And he wondered again about the lack of pretty 
things in the village. 


He stepped closer to the bar and cleared his throat, in his 
usual soft voice he asked for a room and some 


food. The keeper nodded, said it could be done, but he 
seemed in no way curious to know who the 


merchant was, or what he was doing in the area, as the 
people he met on his trips usually were. Peter sighed 


and looked at the wooden beams above his head: no 
ornaments, no color, just grey wood. It made his heart 


feel heavy and sad. He sighed and let his fingers run down 
the velvet of his cloak, he was already longing for 


morning and light, for the moment he could escape this 
place. 


"You should not dress like that!" The keeper suddenly spoke 
behind him as Peter began to climb the stairs to the rooms. 
His voice sounded crisp and quiet. "Not if you're traveling 
through the forest," the grey man added. 
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"Oh," Peter beamed down at him. "I am not afraid of 
thieves," he said cheerfully. "Many are the woods | have 
traveled and not once have | been assaulted," he smilingly 
assured the man. 


A peculiar expression crossed the middle-aged man's face: 


"I was not worried about thieves, my lord, although we have 
quite a few of those here as well." The barkeep took a 
moment to wipe his chin with his hand. "There are other 
things..." He shifted slightly on the floor. 


"Other...dangers. Others who like shiny things as well..." 


"What do you mean?" Peter blinked in the dark. "Are you 
trying to warn me against something?" he asked innocently, 
uncertain how to respond to the man. 


"Oh yes | am..." Suddenly the older man began to laugh 
quietly and turned his broad back to Peter on the stairs. 
"Now you are warned," he added before disappearing from 
Peter's view. 


Peter shrugged, tried to make sense of the man's words. He 
could not quite understand it though as thieves 


and wolves were the usual sources of worry in the forests 
and wolves were not particularly fond of the shiny 


things in life. So if it wasn't thieves he was to look out for... 
Peter shook his head in confusion and climbed 


the rest of the stairs to his appointed room. There he put his 
bundle of beautiful clothes and expensive 


fabrics down on the floor. 


Everything was ugly in the room as well; the young man 
shook his head again, with sorrow this time. The 


chamber was small and almost empty. The fabrics dark and 
dull in color. He unpacked his things and lay a 


few of his best silk shirts out on the bed just to have 
something nice to look at. The day's last sun rays came 


in through the thick glass in the window the same moment 
and made the silk threads shimmer and the 


golden buttons glitter. He smiled then and the cold darkness 
of the village seemed to fade as he was once 


again absorbed by the beauty of the magic of woven 
threads in blue, red, green and black. He wrapped 


himself in those brilliant colors before covering himself with 
the grey, rough blanket on the bed. Only then 


did he find peace enough to sleep, despite the 
uncomfortable surroundings. 


The next morning came with cold sunshine that set the fine 
layer of ice covering shallow ponds and 


branches on silvery fire, yet still the village was not pretty. It 
was as if they deliberately avoided things of 


beauty there, Peter mused as he rode from the tavern on his 
way to the local church. No late flowers 


bloomed, in fact he could see leaves and stems by the 
roadside, but the petals were all gone, as if Someone 


had walked the path and decapitated the plants when they 
bloomed. None of the houses had curtains in the 


windows and never did he see a building that wasn't grey. 
He stopped once to examine a small hut by the 


horse track and found that every piece of decoration, the 
very pieces of carved wood that were so common 


in these areas, seemed to have been ripped from the 
building with force. He could clearly see where pretty 


details had been and he also noticed that, even if the wood 
was fairly new, the house looked very old. He 


suspected they had rubbed ashes into the tar painted 
woodwork to make it appear older and less attractive. 


When Peter finally arrived at the church he felt worried and 
disturbed. It was not right this... hiding pretty 


things under layers of old and ugly. As if nothing was 
allowed to sparkle or shine. 


The church house was covered in the same shade of grey as 
the rest of the village. Even the bell tower was a 


brownish tar tainted color. Peter swept his fingers across the 
wall and tasted it. Yes, it was indeed ashes and 


tar that created this extraordinary dull color. 


He could see holes and other remains from ornate pillars 
and roof decorations, but here as everywhere, they 


too were mysteriously gone. Not even God's house was 
excused from these peculiar customs it seemed. 


So it was with a heavy heart Peter entered the church room, 
steeling himself towards the devastating range 


of grey colors he expected on the inside. The church, 
unfortunately, did not surprise him; everything was 


dark and dead looking, the stones on the floor, the old 
benches, the altar and the cross -- grey all. Even those 


things that should have been black were rubbed with tar 
and ashes until they appeared just as dull and grey 


as the rest. Nothing was beautiful. 
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His footsteps sounded loudly in the big, empty room and 
Peter fell to his knees as soon as he reached the 


altar, asking his Heavenly Father to have mercy on these 
people and make them rediscover the beauty of the 


world, the pleasure of the pretty things, manmade and 
natural. 


As he knelt there, praying and pouring the grief that had 
gathered in his heart on this poor, ugly village's 


behalf, his eyes caught sight of something emerald green 
under the open bible resting on the altar. His heart 


began hammering, as this was surely a sign from God, and 
he quickly rose to his feet and walked over to 


investigate further. With trembling hands he lifted the old, 
heavy book and almost lost the leather bound 


text when he saw what lay underneath: a woven cloth so 
beautiful he could not remember having ever seen 


anything quite as pretty. The red was that of poppies in 
bloom, the blue was that of summer lit ocean and 


the green was the sparkle deep inside the emerald stones. 
Even the white color seemed to glimmer as mother 


of pearl in the fabric. The scene was that of the Jews leaving 
Egypt, he could tell, led by a green clad Moses. 


He caught himself wishing for the scene where the sea 
parted, just so he could see how the master of this 


piece would have painted the waves with his threads. 


Peter kept staring at the small cloth as if mesmerized. The 
golden rays of the sun seemed to reach out from 


the fabric to touch his skin, as if the woven sun held a real 
fire in its kernel that made the sand the Jews 


tread on shine and glitter. 


He started with surprise and almost dropped the heavy book 
he held when a dark voice interrupted his 


admiration. 


"Please, put the bible back! Cover that picture 
immediately!" The voice held an urgency and a fright that 
made Peter obey at once. Yet he would have to protest 
when the bright piece of beauty was once again 


covered by the dull darkness that lay as a dusty spider web, 
covering the church. 


"But... such a thing of beauty!" he said. "You can not keep it 
covered and hidden!" He turned to face the man who turned 
out to be the priest, clad in robes and collar. He was an 
elderly man as well, almost as grey 


as his church, his long beard reached across his chest and 
covered his folded hands and his cross. "This is the house of 
God's grace," Peter continued. "Beauty like this should be 
displayed in here, to His honor!" 


The priest smiled slightly, almost sad, before he spoke. "I 
wish it could be so, child." His voice was softer now. "Alas, 
that pleasure is taken from us. What once was beautiful and 
bright in here is now covered and 


hidden with fear and ashes." The priest sighed deeply and 
Peter felt a strong pity for him. He obviously did not like to 
keep it hidden either. 


"Why is that?" he asked the priest. "Why is everything 
painted grey and all the carved wood removed from your 
buildings? Even the church tower is stripped of its beauty 
and now | can see that you don't have a bell 


up there either... | assume it is because it is shiny... Now tell 
me, priest, as | am such a lover of beauty, why have you 
good people abandoned it?" 


A strange, sad expression flickered across the priest's 
serious features. His speech was filled with anger and 


pain. "It is not our doing," he began, "Neither is it our will... 
This forest has a lord, and this is all his fault. 


The altar cloth I've kept, but in secret. Never is it openly 
displayed in this room." 


"A lord? A lord who forbids you anything beautiful? How can 
that be?" 


The priest did not look at Peter but stared blindly out in the 
air. Peter assumed his silence a confirmation 


and felt a rare anger rise inside, that the cruel master would 
deny these people the beauty of the world. The 


next question burned on Peter's lips. "But who made it? | am 
a collector and a tradesman in fine fabrics, | 


could make this person rich if you told me who it is. | could 
bring her or him away from here...somewhere 


safe. No artist of such power, such a way of making threads 
and color speak, should be kept from working 


their craft..." 
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"It cannot be done!" the priest interrupted. "The lord took 
her away from here a long time ago. She is a prisoner in his 
castle now, deep, deep in the forest. It was after she was 
taken we had to cover all the beauty 


of our village in ashes. We feared more would be 
taken...disappear." 


“But will you not rescue her? Have you not even tried?" 
Peter's heart already bled for the imprisoned creator of such 
a beautiful thing. "It is not right! She must be freed!" 


The priest sighed again. "I wish," he said with pain. "But no 
one who has tried to find her has ever been seen again," he 
told Peter. "Truth is, we are not even sure where his castle 
is, just that this village has been ruled from it since the 
beginning." 


"I shall try!" Peter declared, feeling all bold and aflame. "I 
Shall find this woman and bring her back with me!" 


"No!" The priest warned sharply. "Not you!" he said. "With 
your bright clothes and your pearl pin... the lord will find you 
first for sure!" 


"Then so be it!" Peter was determined. "I have held 
Heaven's grace so far. No thief has ever touched me, no 
beast has ever gone near me, even when | slept on the 
forest ground! | shall find this castle and the woman 


who is captive there, if it is God's will." And so, without 
another word, driven by youth's rashness and his passion 
for beauty, he strode down the aisle and did not pause 
before he reached the door. 


There he suddenly stopped and looked back. "Just tell me 
which direction to look," he asked, a little 


uncertain. 


"If you must go," the priest replied in a quivering voice. 
"Look toward the North, and perhaps you will find what 


you're looking for. But be careful, child!" he added. "God 
only knows, but... perhaps you are indeed the savior we 
have been praying for." A little smile lit up the old man's 
face then, and Peter, despite 


knowing nothing about this peculiar Lord, swore in his heart; 
he would not fail the priest or this town. 


He had taken the scarlet cloak today and as he rode he 
admired the red color against the dark green of the 


forest. He rode north as he had been told and, despite the 
beauty of the nature around him, he did not get 


sidetracked, but kept his mind focused on the task ahead. 
He was a little more insecure now -- still 


determined of course and ready to perform this knightly 
duty -- but he realized he should perhaps have 


asked more questions before he rode off. He didn't really 
know anything about this cruel lord he was to 


fight. Did not know quite what to expect. Secretly he wished 
the lord would be a rather reasonable creature 


so fighting would not be necessary, as Peter's skills in the 
area were somewhat lacking. 


He was not one to worry though and as he rode he began 
daydreaming instead, about selling the artist's 


works to churches and monasteries in the region. He 
imagined how happy his father would be; all the gold 


he would gain from it. And he imagined himself with the 
privilege of seeing all the fabrics and cloths before 


they were sold. Maybe even see them being created 
between this unknown woman's fingers. 


He almost forgot to scan the surroundings for signs of the 
castle's whereabouts as he lost himself in these 


visions. Maybe the priest was right, he thought. Maybe this 
was his task. His true and only mission in life. 


Maybe God had brought him here on purpose, he mused. To 
free this woman and save the villagers from 


their evil master. 


A little further in the forest, while he rode a narrow track 
between the pines, he suddenly became aware of a 


peculiar scent, fruity and sweet. It filled the air like incense 
in a church. Wave upon wave of it; a tempting 


and lovely scent with hints of spice to it. The scent was 
shifting and changing, sometimes it reminded him 


of vanilla or cardamom, then apples and pears. 


Soon his path was surrounded by low bushes with five- 
fingered leaves. A kind he had never seen before. The 


wood was dark red in color, like blood. And between the 
leaves lay huge berries like eggs in a bird's nest, 


resting on the soft green. They were the size of cherries, he 
saw, and jet black in color. Each berry's surface 
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was shiny and tight, seemingly bursting with juices from 
within. It was the bushes that gave off the 


wonderful scent, Peter realized, and he felt curious. Why 
was it that he had never seen anything like these 


before? They had to be a local plant. 


He wondered if they were poisonous, or if it was safe to eat 
them, as the scent in the air made his mouth 


water. He was hungry and the berries looked delicious, 
offering themselves to him on each side of the 


steadily narrowing path. He reached down and picked a 
berry as he rode by, lifted it to his nose and smelled 


it. Oh yes, it was indeed the same lovely scent! He 
squeezed it a little, but the surface didn't burst. The berry 
lay heavy and full and ripe in his hand and without clearly 
realizing what he did, Peter lifted it to his lips 


and swept his tongue across the black surface. 


He sighed with delight; only from that little taste his mouth 
had been filled with a lovely sweetness. He 


sighed again and stopped on the track, his horse eager as 
well to reach the bushes and the berries. Peter 


decided he would let the animal choose for them both. If the 
horse decided it was safe to eat, Peter would 


eat as well. 


To Peter's satisfaction the grey mare did not hesitate but 
bent her head and filled her big mouth with leaves 


and berries. A trickle of pale purple juice ran down her side 
and Peter could smell how the air was enriched 


by another, stronger wave of that tempting scent. He envied 
the horse who shuddered beneath him and gave 


in with yet another happy sigh. He put the berry in his 
mouth and it did not disappoint him. As his teeth 


sank through the cherry-like surface and into the fruity meat 
beneath, a sensational feeling spread through 


his body as the flavor was better than any chocolate, any 
pudding or desert he had ever tasted. Vanilla lost 


its glamour and wine its spicy edge compared to this 
wonder of the flavors spreading in the cave of his 


mouth. Like plums, cherries, strawberries and fresh milk... 
he could not properly compare or describe it. It 


was beauty and everything sparkling and shining wrapped 
in this astonishing berry. It was the most 


beautiful thing he'd ever tasted and before he jumped off 
the horse and reached for the next, he already 


knew he could never voluntarily let go of this amazing taste. 


He filled his hands with glistening black and ate the purple 
meat, savored the juice and let his tongue play 


with the little black seeds that were scattered in all the 
sweet flesh. The mare was also busying herself licking at the 
bushes, tasting its fruits. They were both obsessed, standing 
there, filling their bellies with these 


strange fruits, this heavenly flavor. 


"I see you like my jewels," a dark voice cut through the air 
and ripped Peter from his dreamlike state of berry indulging. 
Startled, he turned his head toward the voice. A man stood 
there, tall and dark. His hair 


was as shiny black as the berries' surface, his face pale 
although he looked healthy. His cheekbones were high 


and his eyes a pale green like the first leaves in spring. His 
clothes were dark red and green as the bushes 


Surrounding them. His long crimson cloak was held together 
by a golden pin shaped like a five-fingered leaf 


by his throat. The mare came to nuzzle the stranger's cheek 
while he spoke to Peter. "I am the lord of this 


forest. And these are my berries. The villagers call them 
wishberries". 


"Are you the forest lord?" Peter cried out in disbelief. "But 
you are pretty!" he said, surprised. "I thought you were 
Supposed to be ugly and mean!" 


The lord laughed, it was a deep, rich sound. "It depends 
upon the eye, don't you think?" He smiled, parted his red, 
red lips to show strong, sharp teeth. 


"You are welcome to visit my castle, Traveler. If you like..." 
The beautiful lord gestured behind him and as Peter turned 
he saw that a black iron gate was set between the trees and 
that a broad riding path led up to it. 


He could not believe he had not seen it before! He must had 
been too occupied with the berries. 


"| make some very nice wine from these." The lord spoke 
again, caught Peter's attention as he picked one of the black 
berries and put it in his mouth where it burst between the 
white teeth. 


“But...you are mean!" Peter was still confused, but also 
Slightly dizzy somehow, as if his thoughts went astray when 
he tried to catch them. "The priest in the grey village said 
you had taken all beauty from them." 
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The lord laughed again, the same enchanting sound. "Oh 
no! It is with great sadness | have seen them paint 


their houses grey with tar and ashes, and rip all beauty from 
their buildings. | assure you, Stranger, | am not 


the one who has made them do so. But come inside my 
home," he interrupted himself, "and we shall 


discuss this further." 


Peter saw no harm in this, and besides he was tempted by 
both the promise of wine and the company of 


such a beautiful and noble man. He accepted the invitation 
with a low bow to the lord. 


Hands came to open the gate as they approached it, but 
Peter could see no faces in the thick ivy 


Surrounding the iron. The path was stone-lined and more 
wishberries grew on each side of it, as well as tall 


pines that kept most of the daylight out. Peter's mare 
followed them on the way to the castle of her own 


accord. 


"The berries cannot grow if there's too much sun." The lord 
seemed to read his mind. "And they are my jewels... | give 
them what they need to blossom." 


"They bloom?" Peter asked with awe. 


"Oh yes." The lord smiled. "They have beautiful purple 
flowers in spring. You should come back here then and look 
at them," he offered cheerfully. 


"Oh, I'd love to..." Peter was already mesmerized and with 
every step he took on the rough stone tiles he felt more and 
more sure that the priest was wrong and that the lord was 
innocent in this. It was enough to look 


at his clothes, wasn't it? The fine linen and beautiful colors... 
this was not someone who would hide the 


beautiful, but increase it. 


"| cannot believe," he burst out, "that the priest would 
blame you for anything. You seem to appreciate beauty so 
much. Just like | do," he added. "Surely, he was mistaken!" 


"Yes, my friend," the lord said in a disappointed voice. "In 
this | believe the good priest was wrong. It is a sad story, 
the story of the village. A story of fear and superstition," he 
began. "But look! Here we are!" They had rounded a corner 
and suddenly the path ended in front of a huge castle made 
of solid rocks and covered 


in five-fingered ivy. It was truly a beautiful building, the way 
it melded with the landscape, fit perfectly in its 
surroundings. The tall windows glimmered black in the dim 
light between the pines and dark green moss 


created natural shadings on the grey rocks. 


Peter sighed deeply at the sight. "So beautiful!" he said. 
"Such a wonderful thing! No wonder the villagers don't know 
where it is -- it is perfect the way it blends with the forest." 


"Yes, don't you think so?" the forest lord said with pride. "I 
like my solitude," he added. "Besides, the grey village isn't 
the only village | rule. Many are those who indeed know 
where it is, and how to find it." 


Peter just nodded to this. It made sense. His eyes were wide 
and his heart filled with amazement when he 


passed through the heavy doors made of red wishberry 
wood and entered the castle with the lord by his side. 


It was amazing inside as well. Natural wells poured crystal 
clear water from the walls down into shallow 


trays, quartz crystals covered the ceiling in the hall and 
braided branches of wishberry hung as ornaments on 


the dark, stone walls. 


The lord motioned for Peter to follow and together they 
climbed the narrow stairs to the next floor where 


the rooms were bigger and more spacious. The stone walls 
were lighter and the air more dry. A fire burned 


merrily in a large fireplace and illuminated the richly carved 
wood in the ceiling. Peter had a look out the 


window, but alas there was no view. A fog seemed to have 
come seeping in without him noticing and 


covered the landscape in milky white veils. 
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"Ah, the fog... yes." The lord had come to stand behind him. 
"It is a problem around here. Sometimes people cannot see 
through it." 


Peter caught himself smiling. There was no apparent reason 
for it. It was just a smile of contentment and of 


joy. And for the lord's presence, too. It made him feel warm 
and comfortable. 


"Come sit with me," the lord offered and motioned to a long, 
wooden table, red as well, made of wishberry wood. A 
wooden bowl of berries was there and thick, beeswax 
candles, giving off a sweet scent that enriched 


that of the wishberry wood and berries that filled the whole 
castle and its surroundings with its glamour. 


Peter still smiled as he seated himself by the table and the 
smile widened when the lord appeared with two 


goblets made of white stone and a small mug made of the 
same material. Without asking, the lord poured 


the wine for him and Peter noticed his own fingers shook a 
little as he lifted the tempting fluid to his 


mouth. 


The stone felt cold and hard against his lips, but the wine 
seemed to have a soul of its own, a liquid fire in 


the deep purple droplets that danced across his tongue and 
warmed in his stomach like no other drink ever 


had. It tasted like the berries in the forest, only stronger. 
More intoxicating. Distilled and purified so it 


became pure pleasure, a liquid beauty. Peter let the 
sensation wrap around his senses and roll his mind. It 


was magic, he thought. Heavenly bliss in a stone goblet. 


"Thank you!" he managed and beamed up at the lord who 
still stood by his chair, awaiting his judgment. 


"I knew you would like my nectar." The lord smiled. "As it 
likes you. The wishberries only call for those they are drawn 
to." He winked playfully. "Usually those who possess a 
natural beauty and purity of heart, like yourself." 


“Thank you," Peter said again. Shy now and blushing at the 
compliment. 


The lord seated himself on the other side of the table and 
Peter realized he missed the lord's nearness. 


Deprived of it he settled for looking at the man, trailing the 
fine form with his gaze. 


The lord poured more wine for both of them and they drank 
in a laden silence, their gazes playing with each 


other across the table. The dizziness in Peter's mind and 
body increased as the wine worked its will on his 


senses and when the lord finally spoke and bid him to tell 
about himself, he did so without reservations. He 


told about the city where he came from, about his rich 
father and kind mother, the market and the linen. 


His own taste for beauty that outdid his sisters’, the travels 
he had made and stories about the fishermen's 


wives and farmers' daughters he had saved from poverty. 
Not to promote himself as a kind and merciful 


being, but because those stories weighed heavily in his 
heart, as the beauty he'd seen in the midst of poverty 


had branded an impression upon his soul. 


“That is why I was so sad in the grey village," he finished. 
"Because they had no beauty there. Only this one altar 
cloth. The woman!" he suddenly cried, startled from his 
wine hazed state. "I was to rescue the woman!" 


He panicked. "But she is not here, is she? The woman who 
made that beautiful cloth?" 


Inwardly he begged that she was not, that the priest had 
been wrong! He simply could not believe that it 


was so... that the beautiful forest lord should keep such an 
artist captive! 


"She is." The lord replied. 
"But why?" Peter began, but the lord interrupted him. 


"She is not my prisoner, Peter, that | promise." The lord 
smiled calmly. "She is here by her own will." The lord rose 


and walked over to the window, still with his goblet in hand 
he looked outside. "Come," he called. 


"You can see for yourself." 
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Peter scrambled to his feet and realized he needed the table 
to steady himself before walking. The wine did 


indeed affect both his body and mind! 


Confused, he looked outside and saw only the white fog 
draped across the landscape. 


"Just wait," The lord urged him, and as Peter watched the 
veils of white parted and in front of him appeared a sunlit 
field of linen plants where a woman was bent, harvesting 
them. She wore a blue dress and had her 


long, blond hair tied behind her neck. Her features looked 
peaceful and calm. "That is she," the lord spoke. 


“These are her fields where she grows linen and plants for 
dyeing. She lives in this castle and creates her 


things of beauty. It was her wish! She wanted to escape her 
husband and her children. She wanted a place 


and space, alone... to create. She felt that the weaving was 
her calling in life and that everything else she did was 
useless and a waste. She had her wish granted," he said. "I 
gave her that..." 


The fog closed again and hid her from view. Peter let out a 
Shivering breath. He could feel the warmth 


radiating from the lord's body behind him and again the 
sensation made him feel calm and content. 


"Is she happy?" Peter asked. 
"Very happy!" the lord assured him. 
"Good." Peter said and a silence fell between them. 


"The villagers think that | brought her here by force. It is not 
so!" The lord said vehemently. 


"| understand," Peter said, thinking of the woman's serene 
expression. 


"What about you, Peter?" A drift of fingers slid down his 
spine, almost not a touch at all, yet it made his skin tingle 
and his heart skip a beat. "What do you wish for?" The lord's 
voice was low and intimate. 


"Beauty," Peter said quickly. "I wish for all to experience and 
recognize beauty." 


"No." The lord's voice was still calm. "That is not what you 
wish," he whispered. "Look closer, Peter. 


Deeper within your soul. What is it that this hunger for 
beauty is hiding within you?" 


"Nothing!" Peter shifted a bit uncomfortably on the floor. 
"Beauty," he repeated. "That is all." 


"Really?" The lord's fingers were resting on his hip now. "Is 
there nothing else you wish for, Peter? | can feel it, in your 
heart. That is not your truest, deepest wish..." 


"What do you mean?" Peter's voice was quivering, it was 
almost a whisper. Cold sweat broke out on his 


skin. 


"You know what you want!" The lord spoke into Peter's ear 
from behind. "And you know that you want it, deep down," 
he insisted. "You can have it, Peter," he tempted. "I can 
grant your wish, if you want..." 


It was as if Something thin and sharp snapped inside his 
chest at that moment and with a loud gasp of pain, 


fear and relief, he let himself fall back into the Forest Lord's 
arms. The warmth of his body engulfed his own 


shivering one and the dark man's arms wound about him as 
a promise. The lips that pressed soft and moist 


to his neck were seals of knowledge and Peter turned his 
head toward the lord, to meet his searching mouth. 


Their first kiss was anything but sweet. It was passionate 
and strong like the wine they'd shared. It set Peter's blood 
on fire, made his heart race, his breath quicken and catch in 
his throat. Willingly he parted his lips to 


let the lord's warm, slick tongue inside to entwine with his 
own. His limbs felt eager and slow at once. The 


fever from the kiss and the dizziness from the wine made it 
easy for him to give in and answer the call of the 


lord's body. As he turned in the lord's embrace, he lifted his 
own arms to drape them across the lord's 


shoulders. 
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The next kiss was sweeter and longer than the first. It still 
held hunger but this time they took a moment to 


explore each other's mouths and get used to the taste and 
the feel of one another. A solid, strong body was 


what Peter felt against his own. Muscles and hard planes. 
Silken hair against his skin. Hands that touched 


him, roamed his back and held him tightly. He broke the 
kiss, threw his head back and moaned. 


"This is what you want, isn't it? Deep down in your soul," the 
lord whispered against his neck. "The love of another man, 
that is what you wish for." 


"Yes." The cry came hoarsely, but muted. "Yes, " he 
repeated. "That is what | want..." The secret deeply buried, 
beneath layers of beautiful fabrics and colors. pearl pins and 
brooches and rings that sparkled and 


shone so bright, he had been blinded and could not see 
behind it. Did not want to see behind. 


Now he raised his arms and let the lord strip him of his 
tunic. His cloak was already on the floor. The pearl 


pin shimmered slightly, but it could not keep his attention, 
not now. The lord's hands on his naked skin 


were all he could think of. Fingers touching him, lips kissing 
him, sliding up and down his neck, while his 


own fingers closed around handfuls of dark hair. The linen of 
the lord's clothing rubbed roughly against his 


own pale skin, made it tingle and burn. His nipples shrank 
into hard little knobs of pleasure. 


He tugged at the fabric, willing it gone. The lord let go of his 
neck and looked at him, smiling, eyes shining. 


Without a word he obeyed Peter's silent plea and loosened 
the five-fingered brooch from his cloak, the 


woven belt left his narrow waist and he too shed his tunic. 
Exposed his upper body to Peter's eyes and 


hands. 


Peter closed his eyes and let his fingers follow every line he 
could find, his lips and tongue taste every flavor on the 
lord's skin. The lord tasted and smelled of wishberry wood, 
but he felt smooth and hard and warm. 


Peter kissed the lord's lips again, his breath shivering and 
his body eager. Eager to be touched by hands that 


were not his own and kissed by hungry lips that wanted to 
claim him. Just what the lord had already given 


him was enough to make him ecstatic with joy, lightheaded 
with happiness and eager with want. Every 


touch made him wish for one more and fed the rising 
hunger inside. He lapped at the beautiful lord's lips 


and felt the lord's tongue slide against his own, their chests 
touched as well. smooth friction and hard 


nipples, like dark berries, caressing each other, exchanging 
their flavor and crushing each other. A battle of 


desire, not wills. 


Pleasurable shivers ran through Peter's body from the 
feeling of the Forest Lord's arms around his naked 


waist. The warmth of his skin was both scalding and 
soothing. The lord pulled him closer and suddenly 


their groins connected, still clad but not enough to hide 
what rested there. Peter gave a secret sigh of relief 


when he felt his own hard organ touch the lord's. It was 
erect as well, it was not just him. And it was awfully 


large, he thought to himself and felt a slight worry. 


"You are so beautiful like this." The lord interrupted his 
thoughts. "Flushed and eager, your eyes are shining like 
precious stones..." 


Peter smiled and blushed even more. Then his eyes fell shut 
and deep moans poured from his throat again as 


the lord began rubbing their arousals together through the 
layers of fabric. For the first time in years, Peter 


wished he was naked and not dressed, despite the quality 
and the color of his clothes. No velvet or silk or 


satin could compare right now, to this man's soft skin and 
naked beauty. 


As if reading his mind again, the lord began tugging at 
Peter's leggings. He pushed the fabric far enough so 


the smooth, wet hardness of Peter's arousal peeked from 
the fabric, to be engulfed by the lord's hand. Peter 


had to steady himself with his palms on the lord's shoulders 
so as not to stagger at the touch. He bit his 


lower lip and squeezed his eyes shut, a part of him feared 
he would break, scream and come at once when 


the lord began stroking his pounding erection with sure, 
rhythmic movements. 


Peter could feel the taller man's chest move heavily against 
him, his breath came fast as well. Heavy and ragged with 
desire, it did nothing to help Peter control his own. 
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To keep his mind somewhat together, he let his hands slide 
across the lord's chest and down to his groin 


where Peter fumbled with the tight material of his leggings 
and felt the shape and heat of his arousal 


through the red colored fabric. It twitched against his palm 
when he touched it, and made Peter's own 


organ surge, as if in answer to the call. A mutual desire. 


He managed to slide one of his hands under the waistband 
and his hand touched the heated flesh for real. It 


leaked sticky fluid from the slit, same as his own. With a 
hoarse moaning sound Peter began pumping it 


with his hand, touching and stroking it as much as he could 
manage from his awkward position. The lord 


gave his hands a little more room when he let go to push 
Peter's leggings further down his thighs and free 


his buttocks, which he instantly cupped and squeezed in his 
palms. Peter giggled with sudden delight and 


made the lord smile as well, but his gaze burned dark with 
desire when it met Peter's. The lust he saw there 


made Peter shiver and he once again surrendered to the 
other's strength as he did not quite trust his own. 


Suddenly he was born aloft and carried a couple of steps to 
the table, where his bare buttocks were placed on 


the polished red wood. Urged on by the lord's hands he lay 
back on it, obeying silently, helping the lord to 


finally free his legs completely from the expensive fabric 
and pretty shoes. Naked, he sprawled himself on 


the table, welcoming the lord to do with him as he liked. 


The lord's leggings were open now, the lacings were undone 
and the thick arousal pointed at him from a 


mass of jet black curls. Peter watched, mesmerized, as the 
lord's own fingers peeled the red cloth from his 


body and revealed his naked form. His first lover was indeed 
a beautiful man... Peter's heart began racing 


again and he licked his lips as he watched the lord undress. 


Beautiful and peculiar, as his skin color seemed to have 
darkened somewhat and the eyes he swore were light 


green had now bled into a bright yellow instead. The palest 
shade of amber they were, as if the green had 


been painted with gold. And what was that with his ears? 
They peeked out from his hair, like they hadn't 


before, pointed and undeniably green. There was more 
there, too. Reddish brown horns, shaped like those 


of a goat grew an inch or so from his forehead in his hair. 
They shimmered gold when he moved his head. 


Yes, the lord's skin was indeed green now. Several different 
shades of green to be specific. Everything from a 


light spring color to the darkest moss covering the forest 
ground. It streamed across the lord's body ina 


swirling pattern where one shade bled into the next and it 
seemed to change every time he moved. His lips 


had taken on this dark, dark color as well, and his 
fingernails, and his cheekbones -- weren't they possibly 


higher now, than before? His whole body, had it not grown 
larger? Every limb just a little. Even his 


arousal... 
He was still beautiful, magnificent. Just... not human! 


"Hush!" the lord said before Peter had a chance to speak, or 
scream. "I did not mean to fool you, pretty one," he bent 
over Peter. "Your pleasure is your own," he whispered. "Do 
not mind my appearance." He breathed into Peter's ear. 


Peter knew with a part of his mind he ought to run. Hide. 
Escape this being. The other part, intoxicated 


and hazed with wishberry wine, kept him back. Held him 
captive on that table, despite all sense and reason. 


That and the green hand caressing him between his legs, 
Cupping his sack and teasingly tugging at his pubic 


hair, just on the right side of pain. 


Yet a sting of fright in his belly made him arch on the table. 
Made him want to roll off it, get away from this 


being that resembled, but was not, his lover from before. 


"Please," he begged and tried to sit up. The lord reached out 
a hand to stop him, dark green fingernails pressed against 
his skin. 


"No," the lord's voice was hoarse. "I cannot let you go!" he 
exclaimed and locked his gaze with Peter's. "You want this," 
he insisted. "You crave this with your flesh!" The demon-like 
creature pinched one of his nipples with green fingers as he 
spoke. "Like | do. | cannot let you go." 
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Peter surrendered with a sobbing sound. The demon was 
indeed right, yet he knew it to be wrong, to 


willingly be bedded by a horned one. And the sudden 
changes in his lover's appearance had frightened him 


terribly, yet the things the lord did! The licking at his chest 
and sucking at his nipples felt good, better than anything. 
The strong wine was still pulling at him, dragging him back 
under with waves of sweet and 


purple. Peter could not prevent another sweet moan from 
escaping his lips, nor his hands from touching the 


lord, slicking the black hair over the demon's scalp, gently 
touching the horns, just to see if they really were 


there. 
"You are not going to hurt me are you?" he whispered. 


The demon rose in all his naked, splendid glory and laughed 
out loud. "Not at all." His lover smiled and tossed his hair, 
exposing a wild beauty. "Nothing has changed between us. | 
am just showing you who | 


am." 
"And who are you?" Peter asked in a thin voice. 


“lam the Lord of the Forest." The creature grinned at him 
and took ahold of his own arousal as he spoke. 


"And this is what you have been looking for." He smiled 
teasingly and made Peter blush on the table. 


He was about to protest, even if untrue, when the lord 
suddenly groaned and attacked his body anew. The 


lord climbed up on the table with him and challenged his 
lips with a kiss. His hands took hold of Peter's 


hips and lifted his bottom slightly from the wood, his knee 
pushed Peter's legs apart as he settled between 


them to grind his erection roughly against Peter's. Peter 
cried out, but it was neither from pain nor from 


fear. The urge to simply be swallowed by the purple haze, 
this green powerful being that kissed him so 


wonderfully, was increasingly strong. So tempting to just let 
go and let the sensations rule his mind as they 


already ruled his body. 


He hissed and moaned out loud. Cried with pleasure when 
the dark green lips traveled down his stomach 


and engulfed his shaft in warm wetness. He didn't even try 
to hold back as his hips began to thrust into the 


demon lord's mouth, just breathed shallowly and exclaimed 
with small sounds whenever the green tongue 


flickered across his hardness. 


The battle was over, Peter realized as much beneath layers 
of hunger and pleasure and wine. Demon or not, 


this male was about to have him and there was nothing he 
could do about it, even if he'd wished. 


The final surrender felt sweet, not bitter. He wound his 
hands in the demon's long hair again and thrust 


harder with his hips. He already felt the first quiet waves of 
ecstasy when the demon suddenly stopped and 


gave him a wide smile, lips glistening. 
"Not yet," he was told. "I shall have you first." 


Anxiety again spread in Peter's gut, but was softened by the 
wine. This did not feel as frightening either, not 


as he thought it should. He welcomed the demon back in his 
arms, offered his mouth and his embrace. His 


skin to touch and to taste. 


"Give me your salt and your sweetness," the green man 
mumbled and reached out to pick a wishberry from 


the bowl and crush it between his fingers. He rose from 
Peter's body again and Peter caught a glimpse of his 


dark green erection, white fluid dribbling from it, and Peter 
could not help but shiver with delight. His 


body felt naked and cold without the demon's weight and he 
wished it back. Instead, the demon took hold 


of his hips again and motioned for him to turn around. Peter 
obeyed instantly, hungry to feel his hands 


again and, guided by those hands, he suddenly found 
himself on all fours by the table's edge. His limbs were 


Shivering and felt weak, the exposure and vulnerability of 
his position made him uncomfortable for a 


moment. The lord had slipped from the table and stood 
behind him now. Peter looked over his shoulder 


and saw the demon looking at his buttocks with a lust-filled 
expression. 
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Like a wild animal, Peter thought, ready to attack him. That 
bit of reflection did not make him 


uncomfortable though. Instead it made him burn with 
anticipation. The demon was indeed right -- Peter 


did desire this! It was his deepest wish. So when the fingers 
smeared with wishberry juice came to probe at 


his entrance he did not falter but steeled himself and closed 
his eyes, somehow he knew that there was 


pleasure to be found, somewhere in this. 


One long green finger slipped inside and Peter battled both 
pain and pleasure. It moved in there, touched 


and explored his insides. Another finger slipped inside and -- 
yes, there was the pleasure. A brief stroke with 


a soft finger pad and Peter moaned out loud and hissed with 
pleasure. Almost a little too strong, this 


sensation coursing through him like a full moon tide. He 
spread his legs a little wider, wishing it back. 


The lord chuckled behind him and pushed in two more 
fingers, began moving them in and out between 


Peter's buttocks. Slow and sure, touching that pleasure spot 
every time. 


Before long Peter was panting and wriggling on the table. 
He had lowered his chest to the wood, resting his 


head on his arms, with only his bottom lifted up in the air. 
His thighs were parted widely and his arousal 


was dripping small drops of fluid onto the red wood. 
"Do you like this?" the Lord of the Forest asked. 


"Yes..." Peter breathed. His hair was plastered to his 
forehead and his breath felt hot on his own skin. 


"| Knew you would," the demon replied calmly and kissed 
Peter's back. "Your restless travels are over. You have found 
what you sought in your heart." As he said those last words 
his fingers slipped completely out of Peter's rear and he 
pulled Peter closer by his hips, until he touched the demon's 
green body. The lord held 


him by his waist with one arm and reached for another berry 
with the other. That too, he crushed, and 


smeared the cool juices around Peter's entrance. "To be 
loved by a beautiful man, such a lovely wish 


indeed," he mused while the thick shaft was guided to press 
against Peter's tight entrance, slippery with 


wishberry juice. The demon grunted and sighed himself 
then, when Peter's body gave in and took him 


inside. Inch by inch within the slippery dampness. 


"God!" Peter cried out and bit into his lips again. He closed 
his eyes and held his breath while the lord slowly slid in 
place, resting deep inside of him -- a column of dark, 
throbbing flesh. 


He cried out again when the demon suddenly withdrew from 
him, just to push back inside, a little harder 


and less gently than before. Peter gritted his teeth and 
curled his hands into fists as he waited for the pain to go 
away while the Forest Lord pounded into him. Slowly it did 
lessen and the pleasure soon followed, the 


pang of bliss on every inward movement soon made him 
forget what was left of discomfort. He found 


himself anticipating the next action, the next caress of the 
green rod. The sweetness he now gained from 


having the marble hardness moving in and out of him was 
enough to keep all other thoughts and troubled 


emotions at bay. 


The lord seemed to enjoy the act as well, hoarse sounds 
rose from his throat and his grip on Peter's hips 


tightened. Peter struggled on the table. Struggled for 
breath, to endure this pleasure that walked the edge of 


pain with its intensity. 


"Please!" he heard himself cry, but did not Know what he 
was asking for; release or relief from the sensations that 
overpowered him so completely. He clawed at the red wood, 
he panted and he cried, and a part of him 


just wanted it to go on and on. Did not want an escape, but 
desired to stay there, always, within the Forest 


Lord's ecstatic embrace. 


The sweet pressure began building inside of him again and 
even if neither of them touched his arousal, Peter 


felt it was soon ready to burst. He tasted his own blood on 
his lips, mingled with the taste of sweat and 


wishberries. And as the end drew nearer he lifted his bottom 
higher, to meet the lord's powerful movements, 


the caresses of the green member that penetrated him from 
behind. 
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And suddenly he was there, semen shot from his loins and 
down on the wood beneath him in long white 


strands. He registered faintly that his insides were being 
filled with a similar fluid, hot and thick, then Peter was gone. 
Swallowed by a blessed peace and emptiness. 


When he woke up, the first thing he saw was his grey mare 
nibbling at the berries in a bush nearby. The 


next thing he noticed was that he was freezing. He was 
naked and the forest was dark. A light on the 


horizon told him that it was near dawn. 


He looked around him and noticed his head hurt when he 
moved it, as if he'd drunk too much wine the 


night before. His clothes, he saw, lay in a neatly folded heap 
by his feet. 


He remembered when he found the berries and now he was 
covered in them! They rolled off his chest and 


his thighs when he moved,, crushed in his palms when he 
closed his hands. He picked juicy pieces of them 


from his hair and noticed purple smears all over his pale 
Skin. 


He was afraid then. And confused. What was this? Were the 
berries poisonous? He most surely had dreamt 


the whole thing? It could not be possible he had met and 
made love to a forest god... 


He blushed when he imagined himself lying there alone in 
the green moss, touching himself while in some 


kind of intoxicated haze from the black berries. It was most 
embarrassing and he silently blessed the mare 


for not having a voice. 


As he tried to rise however, an ache in his posterior made 
him start. It did indeed feel as if something had 


been in there... He looked around himself for some kind of 
tool, to see if he had used something on himself 


during his fantasy. He did not see anything aside from a 
strange woven cord in a deep red material. Curious 


he touched it. Tried to remember which of his clothes it 
belonged to. He could not recall having worn 


anything in that particular shade of red. He pulled on it and 
was Startled to realize he could feel the pull 


from inside. He blushed and sat back down, his heart 
pounding fast and heavy in his chest as he, with a 


trembling hand, pulled at the cord and felt something slide 
out of his slicked bottom. 


There it was, in his palm, a carved, polished bead of red 
wishberry wood. On its surface the Forest Lord's 


leering face was engraved. 
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Phases 
by Carrie Richerson 


| am always restless as the moon draws to full. | wander the 
house, my feet padding silently across the cool 


tiles. Vague hungers distress me, then specific ones. | 
ransack the pantry, the refrigerator. Chocolate! | must 


have chocolate! Or dill pickles. Or raw beef. | eat everything 
in sight. Afterwards, | swear I'll never touch 


chocolate, or dill pickles, or raw meat again. 


| find it as impossible to concentrate as to be still. | abandon 
the letters | try to write in mid-sentence, close books when | 
realize | have read the same sentence over three times and 
still don't understand. | grow 


irritable, have to make an effort not to snap at my friends. A 
headache settles in above my left eye and 


begins to gnaw busily at the bone. My breasts swell and 
ache. | bloat, turn leaden, and the first twinges 


begin in my pelvis. All my joints whine fretfully. So do I. 


At night | dream of moon phases, big-bellied women with 
heavy breasts, and blood -- sheets, rivers, oceans 


of blood. | experience orgasms in my sleep but am not 
satisfied. | wake tangled in the sheets, slick with 


sweat. | taste honey on my tongue, and iron. | feel like 
howling at the moon to hurry up, baying at her like 


the coyotes who skulk the edges of my Texas farm. 
Auowoooau. 


Sometimes when I wake, | am no longer in my bed. One 
night | find myself spread against the cold glass of 


the French doors. | have licked a clearing in the frost pattern 
on the pane, which my breath quickly mists 


again. | don't know how long | have been doing this: lick and 
exhale, lick and exhale. 


The next night | wake naked on the front lawn, my arms 
yearning toward the almost-full presence high 


overhead. It is fortunate that my nearest neighbor lives a 
quarter-mile away. He would be embarrassed. The 


cold squeezes the air from my lungs in billowing clouds and 
makes all the little bones in my feet ache. A 


heavy dew coats every leaf and stem and drips from my 
sodden hair into my face. The water is dense, gelid, 


almost frozen. White light shatters on the fat drops and falls 
in moonbow shards at my feet. When I return 


to the house my soles are sliced as if by razors. | leave dark 
footprints in the grass. 


| lick the dew off every part of my body I can reach. It tastes 
like love. 


Later, the moon bends low over my lawn, sniffing at the 
bloody tracks. Soon, | tell her. Soon. 


KKK 


| cannot remember a time when my cycle was not tied to 
the moon's, when she didn't pull my tides through 


flux and ebb as she waxed and waned. My gynecologist 
announces triumphantly that | suffer from pre- 


menstrual syndrome. | stare at her in amazement: Did she 
think | did not know? She mistakes my 


expression, prescribes pills. She smells of disinfectants, 
chemicals. A doctor should smell of honest bodily 


fluids. | don't have the prescription filled. 


My friends make allowances, call the full moon my crazy 
time. Most of them have crazy times of their own. 


We laugh with the shared intimacy. 


KKK 


| haunt the women's bars and coffeehouses of nearby 
Austin. | have many friends here. We greet one 


another with hugs and affectionate kisses. Sitting at the bar, 
standing in the shadows around the pool table, 


| hunt for my prey. | watch for telltale signs: capable fingers 
grown thick with retained fluids, clumsy as they 


clasp mug or pool cue; the crevasses at the corners of eyes 
and the pinched look of nostrils that are pain's 


tracks; the faint odor of heme on the air. 


There. | alert to the familiar scent. Even as | search the 
faces around me, the object of my quest detaches 
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from the crowd around the pool table, excuses herself. There 
is tension in her stride, a holding-in, as she 


moves to the john. | snuffle along behind her, take the next 
stall. 


She bleeds into the bowl for a long time. I hear her weary, 
stifled grunts as her womb pushes the blood out. 


The smell dizzies me. My heart bangs frantically, wanting 
OUT, and I flood wet with desire. Only pressing 


my fevered cheek against the cold tiles keeps me from 
fainting. 


I am washing my hands when she comes out of the stall. 
She is too self-absorbed, too exhausted to notice 


the shakiness in my knees. Tiny beads of sweat gather at 
the roots of her spiky hair and drip into her 


eyebrows. She blots them away with a paper towel and 
frowns critically at her pale reflection in the mirror. | 


offer sympathy for our common condition, and a drink. 


At a table in the corner we share rueful confidences of 
menstrual periods from hell, progress to details of 


lifework, ambitions, lost loves. The whiskeys work their slow 
amber magic; tight muscles unbuckle their 


grip on her lower back and a faint flush spreads its health up 
her neck. The lines in her face relax along with 


her muscles. She begins to glow with the liquor's warmth 
and my attention. 


When | begin to stroke her thigh under the table, she 
Shivers, but does not remove my hand. My eyes 


seduce her. | slide an arm around her, nuzzle her neck. 
When we kiss, | Know that soon she will let me take 


her home. 


KKK 


The short drive out of town into the Hill Country takes us 
through harlequin patches of white light and 


inky shadow. The cool light that floods the landscape cranks 
the heat of our passions higher in contrast. 


Hungry hands unbutton, search, and stroke. We are almost 
frantic when we make it through the front door. 


But when | explain my desires, she balks, and the mood is 
abruptly lost. To flout society's norms of sexuality 


is one thing; she finds it harder to fly in the face of 
convention about what is dirty, untouchable. | cajole, 


persuade, caress. Finally, she shrugs, yields, dares. 


She goes to the bathroom to remove her tampon. | smile 
when I hear the water running; she is washing 


herself. Cleanliness is next to godlessness. | spread thick 
layers of towels over the sheets. | care nothing about the 
mess, but my preparations will reassure her. When she 
comes to bed, a thin line of blood is already 


trickling down the inside of her thigh. She curses at it, but | 
stop her mouth with my own. 


We recover the lost ground quickly. Soon she is beyond 
caring whether the warm wetness between her legs 


is blood or loveslickness. | trace patterns of fire and air upon 
her skin; my face is smeared with her blood 


and its taste, rusty and harsh, fills my throat. She is 
horrified, then fascinated, then careless. Her touches 


drive me to madness but cannot satisfy me; for kindness's 
sake, | let her think she has. | bludgeon her with 


pleasures until she cries out her surrender. | split her heart 
wide, mend it up, shatter it again. 


When she is sated and lies drowsing under my hands, | bite 
her. There -- on that soft fold. She scarcely feels 


the pinprick of fang, the venom's rush. In moments she is 
still and cold. | wait while the toxin continues its 


work. Soon a shudder ripples across her abdomen and her 
womb expels the last of its precious cargo into my 


hands. 


On my way out of the room, | pass my reflection in the 
mirror. | look like | am wearing warpaint. The 


house echoes to my wild laughter. 


The full moon rose hours ago. | have felt her demanding call 
in my marrow all evening. | mix the blood of 


my sacrifice with my own and paint my body. The moon 
adds her own potent magicks. The thin fluid 


begins to spin itself out in fine crimson threads. Soon | am 
cocooned in softness, lighter than air. | float 


aloft, and the power that can move an entire earth's tides 
has no difficulty drawing me through the ether. 


| am breathless, dizzy, suspended for eons with only the 
slow pulse of my lust until the moon reels me in 


and strips me of my armor. Her passion is tempestuous, 
rhythmic, sometimes cruel. Teeth as jagged as 
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mountains lay open my neck. She drinks as one long athirst 
in the desert, drains me without compunction 


or compassion. 


Then it is my turn. My love bites leave dark circles on her 
white skin. | snuggle between her thighs and feed 


as one famished. | take great bites, little nibbles. Her legs 
tighten in a crescent about my shoulders as my 


passion consumes her. 


When she waxes great again, we Start all over. And over. 
And over. 


KKK 


| wake on my lawn, soaked, sticky with dried blood, some of 
it my own. Has only one night passed? Ora 


month? A year? Weakly I finger the scratches on my neck, 
quake with the memory of an icy touch that set 


my flesh aflame, of a shared, other-worldly ecstasy. 
Overhead, the moon is remote, noncommittal. 


Back in my bedroom, | change the bloody sheets, wash 
myself and my bedmate, press a clean towel between 


her legs. She slumbers on, unnoticing. | fall exhausted into 
bed beside her and sleep without dreaming. 


My alarm scares me out of sleep into the pre-dawn 
darkness; it takes a few minutes to remember where I am 


and the events of the night. My companion wakens. We are 
tousled, gritty-eyed; awkward at first, then 


affectionate. She tuts over my paleness, apologizes for the 
marks her passion has left on me. Now it is my 


turn to smile and be noncommittal. 


Her sacrifice has been such a small one. | took only that for 
which she had no need, what she would never 


miss. Yes, for me she was only a means to an end, but | 
gave good coin in return: pleasure to surfeit, anda 


restful sleep. Is my use of her so wrong? Perhaps she will 
remember me fondly. Perhaps she will come home 


with me again next month. And perhaps, someday, | will 
return the favor. 


| must take her back to the bar to retrieve her vehicle. 
Outside, we bark like puppies in the dawn ice, huddle 


together on the front seat until the heater warms the car. | 
stare through the windshield to where a blood- 


tinged moon slides into the western haze. 

Next month. I sigh. It seems such a long time to wait. 
Myths 
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Acrobat 

By Vic Winter 


We twist and dip. Fly in the sky, up to the sun, defying 
Icarus and the lessons he learned. We are twins, 


moon and sun, dark and light, air and water, sharing the 
illusions our bodies create with the world. 


Our stage is under the big top. So mundane a place to reach 
for the very stars in the sky. Too bright and 


noisy to reach the lower depths of hell. Surely. 
Surely. 


Our act must be illusion. Master magicians pulling the 
puppet strings of the ying and yang, my brother and 


myself. We used to settle for being our own puppeteers. 
Once. 


Once long ago. 


But my light, my life would not settle for anything less than 
truth in our act. Beauty in twisted muscles and 


death defying stunts, our bodies flying through the air. 


He made the bargain and he is the one who has decided not 
to pay his price, but it is both of us who shall 


fall. 


| lie next to him in the darkness, knowing it is the last time. | 
trace his muscles, fingers finding the grooves, the hills and 
mountains, the little hidden corners and wide open plains of 
his body. | rub against him, his 


hip bone sharp as my shaft slides past it. Not sharp enough. 
No, he does not cut me and | am left still alive, 


still whole for these last minutes. 
Whole. For these last minutes. 


The curtains will rise soon. Rise and rise and rise to reveal 
us in the rafters, poised upon the brink of falling, curled, 
coiled together. Any moment now the time will come. But he 
doesn't stop me as my mouth covers 


his, as | take his air as my own. | feed from him, tongue 
taking the nectar of his sweet mouth for my own. 


| look at him, look at the way he shines, even in this 
darkness above the crowds. My own body disappears, 


but his is inexorable. Undeniable. He is the flame that | shall 
ever fly to, even as we plummet to our deaths. 


| rock harder against him, my breath catching in my throat. 
Death makes the slide of our bodies sweeter 


than they have ever been. 
| break the rules and whisper in his ear. "Amo." 


He glares, fingers on my lips. Quiet. We must be quiet. No 
on must know we lie in wait, lie waiting to fling 


ourselves, not to heaven but to the earth, plummeting 
toward the ground as our bodies twist and turn and 


twine. Fly. 
Fly. 
Illusion is such a pretty thing. 


We are the same, he and I. Born of the same egg, twisted 
together inside the same belly. We never learned 


to be apart, to untwine our limbs, our thoughts, our hearts. 


And yet, he shines in the light. He glows while | fade. He has 
always been my star, my light, even as he leads 


me to my death and quietens my last straining word of love. 
Amo. 
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Amo, brother, even as the curtain rises. Ready or not, here 
we come and! am not ready. | paid the piper, | 


believed where he did not. My mortality tastes like his skin. 


His sweet skin. 


As the light hits us | decide | will not go. | will stay atop our 
perch and live. And, twined together as we are, he will 
perforce live with me. 


But he leaps and what can | do but follow? There would be 
no point in living without him, even if our 


limbs were not wrapped together in an intricate pattern. 


We fly through the air, sailing on its currents, tumbling and 
twisting. Oh that it were illusion still, but we 


were seduced by evil's most beautiful beast, our bodies 
writhed upon his horns in delight, our hands joined, 


swallowing each other's cries. We were led to believe the 
illusion was reality. Our flight through the air 


would be real, the safety net and wires unnecessary 
trappings. We burned the wires together and made love 


next to the heat of their flames. We would be known the 
world over. People would flock to see us from all 


corners of heaven and earth. 
Sweet heaven and earth. 


We are flying, truly flying now, sailing through the air 
without net, without wires, without illusion. | never 


knew the ground was so far down. It grows closer as we 
twist together, my life forever twined with his. 


Soon, soon the ground will have us, our illusory flight come 
to an end. The darkness will soon have his 


light, but not quite yet. 


Not yet. 


| watch his face, stunning, bright, joyful as he believes in the 
illusion that we are really flying. | am still 


rubbing, mouth on his skin, tasting his euphoria to drown 
out the taste of my own fear. 


We twist again, flying closer to the ground now. Such a 
pretty illusion. 


He still believes, | can taste it on his lips, feel it in the heat 
secreted against my belly and the laughter that slides 
around my heart. 


He believes. 

| know better. 

| know. 
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The Bloom 

by Charlee Jacob 

“All conquering are the shafts made from the Vine." 
Euripides 


His semen was purple. It smelled of wisteria blossoms and 
fennel seed soaked in vintage dark wine. It 


frightened me when | saw the first beads of it bubbling from 
the tip of his erection. | thought he was ill. | 


thought he was contaminated or that he had the plague. 
That it was a trick of the circle of candles. 
That it was a trick of the moonlight. 


That it was the twisting of my senses by the drug we'd 
shared. 


These things | thought. 
| asked myself, what do you really know about him? 


We'd met only moments before at Fig's. The Place Of Spirits 
it said below the name on the door. They 


didn't serve alcoholic beverages inside. It wasn't intended 
as a pun. They had a little menu card threaded on 


one side with slender white lace, cream letters on an 
embossed background. The patron made his choice: 


The Petals Of Ecstasy 

The Stamen Of Power 

The Bud Of Genius 

The Blossom Of Becoming 

The Seeds Of Love 

The Pollen Of Dreams 

"Fig's", my ex-lover David whispered over the phone. 


"A new bar?" | muttered, surprised he'd called at all. We'd 
broken up seven months ago. 


"Not a bar. A club," he corrected me, his voice hoarse, hard 
to hear. "Unusual." He said this last word giving slow but 
accented attention to every syllable as if each were a 
separate word in an invocation to Eros. 


"Where is this place then?" | asked him, faking some 
annoyance but secretly intrigued. Why would he share this 
with me? When I'd left him as he'd pleaded with me to stay, 
he'd been stricken. I'd thought he'd never 


get over it. Perhaps he was hoping | would come so that he 
would be able to see me again. Convince himself 


that | looked as lonely as he sounded. 


"It's at the south end of the city, at the very edge before 
everything grows wild," he replied gratingly. "And, Michael... 
they have a strict dress code. You have to wear a white silk 
Shirt. Michael? Silk." The last word was sibilant, the 'k' 
exhaled until the phone receiver vibrated in my hand. 


| snorted. Silk? "What for?" 
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“They won't let you in without a silk shirt. Like the places 
that insist on black tie, only different." Was that a tiny 
muffled giggle on his end? 


"| don't own any silk," | argued. 


"Buy it. It'll be worth it. You'll get every inch of your measure 
at Fig's," David whispered and hung up. 


David had always been so melodramatic. | chuckled, sure | 
knew what he meant by that closing comment. 


What could | do after a weird build-up like that? And if | were 
to see him again, would it be so bad? After 


all, | was lonely. | hadn't left David for another man, but 
because my relationship with him had grown so 


confining, so boring. I'd tried everything to liven things up 
beyond my standard moderate vampirism: 


vaudeville black mass, bondage, even artful sadism. What 
did he do with his scars now, | wondered. His 


marks from the whip, the serrated half-moons on his 
buttocks where I'd bitten and he'd writhed in the 


strange pleasure of crossing bleeding thresholds? How did 
he explain the runes burned into his papery 


foreskin that only became legible when he was erect? 


How did he tell a new lover of these things we'd done? 
Assuming that he had a new lover. If he did, was the 


new lover a monster like me? 


He would have to be, for weak men like David needed 
guidance, impetus, managing. They begged you to 


make them yours, make them suffer as they deserved, own 
them like slaves. Devour them in ruthless bits. In 


the end, however, the tables turned. They wouldn't let you 
go. 


It was easy to find another monster like me. Even one as | 
was who went for blood, making lovers swoon in 


the illusion of being held by a force from beyond the grave. 
Monsters who weren't shaped like mincing 


pseudo-Draculas but had modeled themselves more after 
the genuine impaler: a warrior and a hellraiser. 


Who knew the truth: that blood was only flavor. It was the 
act of taking it which was the real power. 


What was hard was finding the truly compliant masochist. A 
passive devotee who would work to pay for his 


dominant lover's expensive fang-implants. Better than any 
letting-blade edge. And for the bank account 


draining (and riskily illegal) steroids which gave their master 
that hint of superhuman, supernatural 


strength. As David had done for me. 


Maybe one more fling with him, an evening of dining on the 
meat of his slim hairlessness (carefully shaved 


and slowly plucked) and the dusky buttermilk of his 
emission. Not that | would suck him of course. That 


was his job. But | could smell it from behind him as it shot 
forth onto the opposite wall, running down the 


glossy eggshell latex like melting vanilla ice cream. 


As for his shit, that was always fragrant, earthy but verdant 
because he was a complete vegetarian. This 


abstinence from all carnal ingestion also made his blood 
more palatable. | wouldn't tolerate sourness in the 


blood. 


It annoyed me that I'd not already heard of this Fig's. 
Usually when a new and deliciously outré place 


opened up for our kind, the word was all around within a 
night. But I'd not heard of it from my friends nor 


overheard it at any of the places | frequented. 
Were people deliberately keeping it from me? 


It was a joke, the white silk thing. It must be. It was probably 
David's way of taking me down a peg or two. 


Humiliating me in front of strangers. He would be there with 
another man who was dog hairy and hung 


with razors. David would introduce me as his former amour 
and Hairy Dog would guffaw. This dandy? 


Well, I'd take back my boy and show him some true 
degradation until he wept in my arms for forgiveness. 


The savor of David's peculiar rust and salt still lingered, 
Slickly in my saliva. After all this time. 
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| had no trouble finding the place. It was the last 
establishment at the very end of Dover Street. Just as 


civilization terminated and the forest began. Most cities 
petered out in a straggle of seedy convenience stores 


begging to be robbed and cheap motels with roaches and 
peep holes. But this wasn't true of our city. The 


boundaries were clear between where people lived and 
where the wild was. 


It was an odd looking place. Low door, high flat roof, no 
neon. | must admit that | have never seen stained 


glass windows in a tarpaper shack before. There was no 
asphalt parking lot, just a crunchy drive of crushed 


red brick. With the illumination from various headlights and 
from the colored windows it looked like a 


choppy sea of chum, awaiting a shark frenzy. 


| entered, self-consciously fingering the pearl buttons on my 
white silk cuffs. Nasty stuff, silk. It glides like grease, as 
does every surreptitious animal that is to be mistrusted. It 
tickled over my arms and | rubbed them 


until static popped. But | had compromised. | wore leather 
pants. And an icy tank beneath of hoary chain 


metal. It scratched and chafed over my nipples, clanked 
over my heart. I'd made it myself and it had taken a 


lot of pinch-fingered hours. 


The bouncer at the door glanced at me, cursory over the 
duds. He smiled thinly at the shirt he knew | 


hated. His own looked more ridiculous on him. It was open- 
throated, actually open all the way down across 


his huge gut. Coquette smooth over a sumo wrestler. 


Men sat at thrift store tables in an assortment of 
mismatched chairs. Some sat in groups, few were solitary, 


all wore white silk. The groups conversed in low tones. 


| looked about for David, curious as to whether he would 
shed tears when he saw me. | remembered how 


hoarse he'd sounded over the phone, had not even 
recognized who it was until he told me. It was as if his 


throat hurt or he had a cold or had been gargling with 
ground glass. 


He wasn't there. 


Then he came up to me. | couldn't believe that | hadn't 
noticed this one when | first looked over the place. 


He was the only man not in white. He wore instead tight 
gold trousers and no shirt. The bulge in gilt was 


outlined to every nuance of testicular ellipse and curvilineal 
bulb. It wasn't intended as subtle. The pants 


might as well have been a single coating of paint. 


His chest was slender to a fault, oiled until each belly ripple 
and sinuous bend of barely rounded muscle 


gleamed. His dark hair fell well past his shoulders in curls so 
symmetrical they might have been chains. 


Around his head he wore a wreath of intertwining vines. 


Through the gold... the hair there also pressed with the taut 
heads of precise ringlets. 


I smiled. How bacchanalian. Well, it wasn't so Uncommon to 
find people costumed in public these days. 


But | found it too theatrical unless it was leather, chain and 
needles. And | have never been interested in the 


caprices of my lovers which ran contrary to my own. | might 
have turned away from him completely had he 


not been literally the most beautiful person I'd ever seen. 


Now, the chain mail tapped against my chest as my heart 
beat faster. It caught and ticked the weave of the 


silk. Let it ruin, | decided. I'd never wear it again. 


"This is your first time," he said, and | assumed that he 
meant your first time here. 


| nodded curtly. 


"Are you Fig?" | asked, feeling the accentuated snarl on the 
'F'. Meaning, of course, are you the Fig? 


"lam the host here." He smiled, revealing even teeth so 
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Myths 


from Italian marble. "Will you join me?" He gestured to a 
table under one of the windows. The wood was 


roughhewn, stained in broad dark patches. 


| looked up at the scene depicted in the window above me. 
It was mythological, shepherds in Greek skirts 


sitting drunkenly among a flock of grazing sheep, toasting 
one another with earthenware jugs. Was this 


where Dionysus had taken the inspiration for his outfit? 


"I'm Michael," | grunted as | sat opposite him. | tried to 
sound gruff but | couldn't take my eyes from him. 


If ever there was the original pure model of artistic 
androgyny, he was it. His lips were full, a plum bow 


between which one earnest arrow might be placed for firing. 
My arrow, held there, moved along the strings, 


primed by the friction. 


| twitched, aware that the others in the room were frowning 
at me. Some with petulant wistfulness, some 


with unabashed jealousy. 
He must be a popular guy, | thought. And he'd chosen me. 
Was his flesh the butter it seemed to be? 


A waiter -- all in flowing white silk -- brought us the curious 
menu. 


| arched an eyebrow after reading it. "Is this for real?" 
"Quite," the host assured me. 


| laughed. "So, what's good?" 


"Everything," he said seriously. "| have had them all. There 
is no part of the flower that isn't rich in flavor and worth the 
taking." 


It didn't take a Rhodes scholar to see what he was leading 
to. At least he wasn't crude. | didn't appreciate 


crudity at first. Lovers should possess finesse, sensibilities, 
until they were properly unleashed. 


"Suggest one for me." | nodded, handing the menu to him, 
giving him permission to do so. 


"Oh, no. You must always select that for yourself. It has no 
meaning otherwise." He pushed it back. He 


shook his head until his curls swayed, rolling across his bare 
and rather narrow shoulders. 


Not really a disobedience. More of a taunt. Vixenish. | would 
permit this for the moment. 


"Okay, I'll have the Blossom Of Becoming," | said, shrugging, 
and returned the menu to the waiter. | didn't pause to see if 
my host approved or disapproved. What did it matter when 
soon all that would be relevant 


were my desires? 


He was very young. Eighteen at the most, | guessed, 
appraising him. Was his temple still tight? Did his 


sphincter muscles tighten, glide, convulse, yield? Did his 
marble teeth just graze the skin of the head, teasing 


down the length, no marks, no bites, all meekness? 


The waiter returned with a single crystal goblet in which was 
a flower | couldn't identify, yet it must have 


been in the family of the rose. The blossom's sepals parted 
from a dewy central shadow, out in ever- 


blackening petals. The cap beneath it was black also, 
snipped levelly from what must have been a gray twig. 


A fraction of this showed at the base, going down into the 
hollow tube of the goblet's stem. 


"It's really a flower?" | stared. I'd assumed the menu lingo 
was merely poetic. 
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"A drug. If knowledge comes from a forbidden fruit, then 
surely passion comes from a forbidden flower," 


my host explained as he gently lifted it from the glass. "We 
Share it in a kiss." 


He opened his generous mouth and placed it half between 
his lips. He stood to lean across the table toward 


me. On his breath | smelled dark anise and hot vineyards. | 
met his mouth with mine, and we bit down 


through the black rose until it tore. 


It was like lettuce which has slimed at the curly edges, 
lemon that has gone from its fresh sourness to 


overripe sickly sweetness presaging its rot, homemade 
berries in a jar that molded in crusts across the sugar 


instead of fermenting into liquor. But | didn't spit it out. If 
this graceful, tender boy could chew and 


Swallow such a foulness, so could lI. 


| looked up again at the window. | hadn't noticed before that 
in the background one of the shepherds was 


rutting into an animal from the flock. 


No one else in the place had anything on their tables. No 
Shadowy produce in stemware, no beer, not even 


Evian. They spoke together so low that I couldn't hear them. 
| only detected the subtle rasp of their voices, 


not dissimilar to the gruff prattle of background machinery. 
Air conditioners, ceiling fans, radios stuck on 


the static between stations made such noises. 


"It requires a few minutes to take effect. This place has 
scant charm. Would you care to walk with me into 


the trees? It is a nice night and the air will be cleaner," he 
suggested. 


As he stood up and turned, | noticed his buttocks. The only 
place on his slim body that seemed to possess 


any true muscle. They defied his slender hips. The chain 
mail rasped across my skin in response. 


It was stifling in the place. | stood up as well, taking one 
more look at the window above our table. The 


shepherd was not only screwing the sheep, he was also 
cutting its throat. 


Then | saw David, sitting on the far side of the room. His 
white satin sleeves ended in intricate eighteenth 


century lace, a romantic and archaic touch | would have 
expected of him. He was smiling, grimly. 
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"The drinkers of absinthe and poppy teas, the sippers of 
wormwood champagne, those drunk on new wine 


or who prefer the orgy cups of vestal tears are but 
dilettantes compared with those who consume the 


flower," he said very softly. His resonant voice was slightly 
accented, alien, foreign, enticing as we walked over the 
gory perimeter of Fig's -- all red stained light, red brick -- 
and then into the woods. 


Where there were no lights he took my hand to lead me. | 
tripped once over a root and fell, cursing. He 


caught me just before | hit the ground and literally lifted me 
back to my feet. For so slender and girlish a 


youth, he was unusually strong. It unnerved me. It angered 
me to feel the roll reverse, having me turn into a 


clumsy child. 


| was always the stronger one. | could never abide a second 
class status. 


| snarled and jerked out of his solicitous grasp. 
"I'm okay!" | shouted, then shoved in the darkness. 


| felt nothing. Saw nothing. 


If I'd been embarrassed before, now | became a bit 
frightened. 


| hated being afraid. 
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"Kid?" | whispered. The chain mail seemed suddenly too 
tight, as if it had woven into the follicles of my flesh. 


| reached out, turned, windmilled my arms into space. Yet 
there was nothing. No trees, no partner, not even 


the rustle of grass at my feet. 


The moon must have broken through clouds then for it 
abruptly flooded the ground, layered through the 


trees, touching in turn each of dozens of candles set ina 
circle of bald earth. Each wick flared as the 


moonlight graced it. 


He stood in the center. He had removed the gold trousers 
and now stood naked except for the wreath. 


His skin was even paler in the candle and moonlight, a 
flawless snow of a youth who might have been any 


age, might have been newborn. He was quite unmarred, so 
untouched that he could have been the pure boy 


set astride the white horse to ride through the cemetery 
seeking a vampire's grave. 


| had been a vampire in my life. Would this vision of virtue 
refuse to touch the grave that had been the guilt 


of my past? 


| pictured him strung, spreadeagled. Lacerated with a cat 
until his unmarred body was finally baptized in 


real passion's maps. How much could | sip? Lick from the 
seeping creases of the chessboard squares and 


diamond diagonal stripes before he would faint? Before he 
would die? 


No, no. Never kill. Always let them just live. They were 
demonstrably grateful for it. 


This wasn't an angel, | told myself. This was a venal bitch 
with a birchrod penis and elastic buttocks. He 


wasn't seeking love. (No, David sought love.) This one 
hunted for depravity. It was why he had this circle of 


candles out here, to help him fulfill some fantasy of a wild 
bacchanalian rite. 


But tonight he would discover a different ritual. | would 
convert him to my religion as an unwashed 


medieval crusader charging into the pagan east. 


The drug must be working, | decided. The moonlight only 
seemed to have lighted the wicks. 


His hand extended to me to join him in the circle, only 
appearing to end in fingers which trailed fog like a 


child's frosted paints. 


| stripped off the snaky silk, the leather trousers. | kept on 
the mail tank because it glittered well in the 


moonlight. | liked how tight it felt, how cold it stuck as ice to 
a tongue. My heart pounded beneath it. 


Clank. Chink. Rattle. 


Then | did take his hand. | cruelly squeezed it in my own, 
much harder than | needed to. Hard enough to 


feel the gentle knuckle bones slightly corkscrew. His eyes 
flickered but his smile widened. An indication that 


he would like to discover the limits of my severity. 


| grinned back, opening my jaws enough that he could see 
the points of my dentally-altered incisors. | was 


so proud of them. It was an expression of jaded threat that it 
took practice to make look right. Otherwise | 


would be just a silly caricature -- atrocious instead of 
vicious. 


| felt the light glint from them, as bitter hooks of fashioned 
metal. | actually tasted it in dangerously poison 


quicksilver beads and in scalding droplets of scented wax. 
The drug. 


My muscles were molten metal. Wolves and panthers raced 
through my veins to swell the feral heart. 
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Jaguars and jackals loped from it in the arteries to make me 
the beast incarnate, peering with threatening 


eyes through the chain tank cage, jangling the iron there 
with their anxious claws. 


The drug, yes. 


He sensed this and he rose to it, came fully erect as | 
stepped within the circle. 


Tonight | would reach beyond all the restraints of this sordid 
mortality to discover that | had become, 


become, blossom of becoming the immortal | had always 
wanted to be. 


The drug, was it not so? 


His giant fig engorged until it was blue in the scant light, 
purple in the candles... | imagined it bursting like a ripe 
plum, juices poisonous and intoxicating, trickling over my 
lips, escaping down my throat in swallow's 


automatic contraction. 


| almost stepped back out of the circle. Almost leapt out, 
wrenching my fingers away from his. | had never 


sucked a man before nor even dreamt of it. The sweet 
cream notion gagged. 


"Do you not desire me, Michael?" he said simply, almost 
with casual duplicity. Nearly mocking me. His 


erection bobbed, summoned. My mouth watered 
unconsciously. 


| turned and spat out the hunger. The idea was absurd. Was 
like white spotless silk on a sweating minotaur, 


posies around a wolf's balls -- oily with sebaceous fluids. 


He pursed his lips. "| understand, Michael. It is your first 
time. Do not be shy." 


| was furious. I'd show him who was superior. The creatures 
in the blood were howling, throwing 


themselves against the chain mail cage, wanting release. 
Let us out, we'll take care of him! 


The drug the drug the drug the drug and | found | couldn't 
pull away or strike him. | could merely sense 


the black coils of his hair, the full ardent sacs, the heavy 
animal member thick with foreskin. 


Then | saw the purple semen froth at the blunt end of it. 
Wisteria blossoms and fennel seed soaked in 


vintage dark wine. As if dribbled from a flask not quite ready 
to pour. 


| smelled it and desire overwhelmed me. What was that? 
Plague? Venereal disease? What do you really know 


about him? 


That he is a shining boy so splendid that wickedness chimes 
and lust sings psalms for him. All evils vie to 


play him a nocturne. 


The sight and the smell so perfumed and brandied were 
only the effects of the drug again. Again. 


And again. 


Can you not taste it? See it in a drunkard's visions, the flask 
to fit a drunkard's lips? 


No! My stomach flopped. The mail was so hot. | clutched the 
tank and heard links explode as | ripped it off 


me. The metal bit in trenchant tips, bringing me back to my 
blood senses. And his blood. Yes, that would 


be muscat nectar. 


| reached out to grab him, spin him around, force my way 
into his rare and downy rectum. | would bite 


down on the back of his neck, my jaws holding him, tasting 
blood that must be claret. Deeper. Burgundy 


and pepper plasma. Perhaps it was what he wanted after all. 
Rape. | would teach him SHY. 
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He slapped me away, full lips curved into a taunting arc of a 
smile. 


| wrapped the ripped banner of mail around my fist and 
swung. It connected wetly, skull crumbling as he 


staggered only two steps. His head reared back with the 
blow, blood all of purple flew, sparkling indigo 


fireflies. | laughed with satisfaction; his beauty wasn't so 
flawless now. Lover's scars: the marks which 


showed that one had left false heaven to enter the world. 


His head snapped back up. He shook, bellowing. Horns 
coiled in callous bone from his skull and he had the 


face of a bull. 


It's that damned drug, | thought. Psychotropic rose, 
hallucination's fly agaric. 


His hands came down firmly to my shoulders, landed in 
mallets. He forced me to squat on my knees. 


"Come to paradise and the woods of Thrace, the stones at 
Delphi," he said. The voice was deeper, sonorous, a bull's 
snort of well water sound. 


One hand kept me on my knees while the other curled mist 
fingers through my hair to bring my head 


forward. The body was still that of a youth's despite the face 
that boomed above me. 


Sweet. Hot vineyards. Darkest groves. The precious drops to 
the flavor of madness. My jaws worked to 


open with thirst, with gladness. 


"No! Damn it! Damn you!" | roared, thrashed, tried to bite 
him, to wound that insolent member too harsh, too ancient. 
| smelled the dust mixed with musk. Boy Bull God. Made no 
difference. | would never submit. 


But finally his strength pushed me under. | had to take him 
into my mouth. Oh! golden starlight in spirit's 


wine. All-conquering are the shafts made from the Vine. 


He moved slowly and where was I? Elsewhere. For that 
compliant whore could never have been me. | heard 


steel tink. The mail beneath my legs? On the bare earth 
where I crouched? 


The erection swelled, elongated. It bristled with needles, 
whirred with hidden blades smaller than warts. The 


pain shook me back from sacred rites, from profane 
sacraments. The iron taste of my own blood made me 


gag. | choked, blood spilling from my mouth. My own was 
sour for | was an eater of meats. | clawed at him, 


raked my nails down his thighs and across his backside. | 
struck him, trying in vain to break free. | 


attempted to clamp down my jaws to tear him loose at the 
hairy base. 


But it grew as he held me fast, his moans of pleasure 
inhuman: the shrieks of mistral wind, roars from 


summer thunder. His deep purple seed finally exploded, 
igniting in my mouth as the moon had the candles. 


It burned acid down my throat all the way -- it seemed -- to 
my heart where his cock buried itself. | passed 


out from the fire, fainted like some whipped child. | blacked 
out with mice and kittens in my veins, rabbits 


and sheep in my arteries. 


| couldn't speak for months. Not only from the sheer agony 
of the attempt but because my vocal chords 


were badly damaged from his caustic semen. My tongue 
was almost ruined by whatever mechanisms sprung 


from the flesh of his root, as were my gums. | lost numerous 
teeth. 


| learned to talk again, slowly, painfully, articulating with 
great care. But | was never able to rise above a 


gravelly hiss. 


| sit with the others in Fig's, hoping he will choose me again. 
Craving his youthful slimness, his creamy skin, 


the fog in his touch. The brutal strength. The flavor of the 
boy become the bull. 
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But he never chooses me. Why should he? He's had me. I'm 
used. My flower is consumed and useless, 


croaking, harsh. 


He chooses others and shares in a kiss whatever they order 
from the menu. Whether it be The Petals Of 


Ecstasy, The Stamen Of Power, The Bud Of Genius, The 
Blossom Of Becoming, The Seeds Of Love, or 


The Pollen Of Dreams. Names for the same thing. They are 
the identical bloom which is his and his alone 


to enjoy. 
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The Cupbearer 
By Eumenides 


| sit beside the window of the beach house watching the 
night come in. It steals across the sky from the 


west, sneaking up on me so that one minute | am looking 
out over the calm expanse of the Atlantic lit by 


the sun, the next, sea and sky blend together into a 
darkening red. | understand now what the Greeks meant 


by 'wine dark sea’. 


There are no neighbours within miles of this house. The 
isolation of wealth and power is complete. Though 


| have neither of these things, my father does, and he 
bought this property as a retreat for when the pressures 


of public life and the demands of investing his fortunes 
become too intense. He has never set foot here. 


| step onto the porch, frail wooden railings blasted bare of 
paint by fifty years of sand and wind. Sea oats 


grow up around the place, camouflaging the stilts that keep 
the place out of range of the tides. | am wearing 


only light cotton trousers, and on a sudden impulse | kick 
them off and walk nude toward the pounding 


surf. 


The water is cool, incredibly refreshing after the day's heat, 
and | allow it to flow between my toes and over 


my feet, up to my ankles, then receding only to surge 
forward again. The stinging spray mists my thighs and 


prick, and | stand on the shore like Venus on her shell. This 
night is a gift from the gods. 


| look up to the sky, and here, so far from the city, the stars 
are resplendent, glowing with a steady light that reaches 
deep inside me, igniting an answering flame, and | begin to 
move on the edge of the water, taken by 


Terpsichore, dancing to silent music. And then | throw back 
my head and the stars seem to pulse, grow 


suddenly bright beyond measure, then fade to their normal 
brilliance. It is as though someone or something 


has marked me. 


As | stand transfixed a dark shape comes winging from the 
east, from across the water. A gull, | think, 


though they are not nocturnal. But it is not a gull or any bird 
so mundane. It is an eagle of Surpassing 


wingspan, the king of birds, and he swoops and dances in 
the sky, echoing my own earthbound dance. 


| begin again, tossing my long hair so that it tickles my back 
rhythmically, and the eagle mirrors my actions. 


As the bird grows closer, | can see that it is a cruel bird with 
talons that could eviscerate me without 


thought, eyes that cut into me like daggers, but | am not 
afraid, even when he hovers within inches of me 


and we begin to spin on the axis of each other. 


Turning, turning and the eagle starts to change, wings 
withdrawing into muscular arms, feathers 


lengthening into silken hair of deepest midnight. | am 
young, scarcely eighteen, but | have lived a life 


surrounded by beautiful people, and | have never seen such 
a man, more magnificent than even 


Hollywood's richest dreams. 


He stares down at me sternly, and then his hand takes up 
my chin, and the world spins again as his lips 


meet mine. This first kiss is tender, but the next is fierce, 
filled with longing and desire, and our tongues are sabres 
clashing in a duel that must never end. 


He pulls me to him soundlessly, and | go without a struggle. 
The night is alive with the surf's pounding and 


the low rustle of the wind, and my hands close around his 
body, smooth and sculpted, tracing the definition 


of his muscles. As we come together, | can feel his erection 
in full priapic splendour pushing into my belly as 


he molds me to him. 


His hands are in my hair, tangling and pulling, as we kiss 
again and again, and then suddenly he is easing 


me down onto a chaise that looks as though it came straight 
off a Greek vase. | do not question how it came 


to be. If an eagle can become a man, then anything is 
possible. His hand strokes my face and traces shivering 


trails down my chest and belly, twines in the coarse hairs 
that grow between my thighs and finally, finally 


when my frustration is at fever pitch, makes delicate 
contact with my straining prick. 


Myths 
131 


The wind is like a thousand tiny fingers that caress every 
inch of my skin, inviting me to pleasures untold, 


and my prick feels swollen and heavy. The man's hand 
encloses me, stroking me from root to tip then back 


again while his thumb plays across the head and his other 
hand cups and caresses my balls. | shudder, and 


know | am so close to completion. He also senses it, and | 
am suddenly bereft of contact, and | feel myself 


turned, my knees now positioned under me, giving him 
access to my most intimate areas. 


There is a moment of panic when reality threatens to 
overcome my ecstatic frenzy, but it passes as quickly as 


it comes. He soothes me as one might tame a wild beast, 
giving feather-light touches, stroking my body 


from head to toe, seeking out each sensitive area in turn, 
first with his hands, and then with his lips and 


tongue. 


When his tongue first tentatively flickers over my entrance, 
it is as if he is taking ownership of my body, 


making it his own. His breath is cool on me like the breezes 
that encircle us and | moan aloud as the slick 


wetness of his tongue slides inside my virgin opening. For a 
time, | writhe in abject pleasure under his 


ministrations, but then he withdraws, and again, | feel 
emptiness, as though a part of myself is gone. 


It is a single digit this time, easing into me, opening me, 
pulsing in and out of my body in time with the 


surging waves. It is the sea itself that is penetrating me, 
flowing over me and through me as | thrust 


backwards, seeking more and more, deeper and stronger. 
Then his solitary finger becomes two, and they 


brush over something inside me that causes my prick to 
begin to weep openly, and I'm sure | can come 


from that alone. 


Seemingly without interruption, his hands are around my 
body, and his organ is poised at the breach, and 


then seamlessly he enters me with a cry, and | throw my 
head back in pain and pleasure, the girth of him 


stretching me almost beyond endurance. He freezes, 
trembling, allowing me time to adjust, as though he 


fears that | will vanish without warning into the sea mist. 


| move first, picking up the rhythm of the ocean, rocking 
back against him and he follows suit, driving 


deeper and deeper into me until he is buried to the hilt and | 
am his. | do not wonder how he is able to 


glide so easily in and out. | cannot question what magic has 
made this possible, my mind is too full of the 


aching tightness in my groin, the waves of pleasure that are 
overtaking me and oh God, l'm coming at last, 


spilling onto the chaise and over my belly without a hand 
being lifted to my prick. 


At last he speaks, "So young, so beautiful," and | feel his 
pace increase, outstripping the waves, pounding into me 
with the force of a gale as he pours out his seed within me. | 
close my eyes, revelling in the 


tremendous sense of satisfaction and rightness of what | 
have done. The weight of the man who is still 


caught tight within my passage melds with the wind and the 
spray of the surf and | feel dizzy, as though the 


sea and sky had exchanged places and | am floating blindly 
into a topsy-turvy world where the unimaginable 


becomes possible. 


When the world stops spinning | open my eyes, and the 
beach is gone, and | am in my bed, alone. It is 


dawn, and the sun is driving away the shadows as the wind 
stirs the white gauze of the curtains. | sit, 


surprised that there is no stiffness or pain in my body. 
Instead, | feel alive, every inch of me glittering with a golden 
splendour that starts deep inside me and spills out, 
threatening to overshadow the morning sun. 


On the table before the window stands a chalice that had 
not been there before. It is chased with beaten 


gold, richly ornamented with images of the fruits of the vine 
and field, and somehow | know without being 


told that it contains the wine of remembrance, which can 
give or withhold the blessings of memory; and if | 


drink, the memory of what has transpired will leave me, and 
my life will go on as it always has. | know it is 


intended as a gift, so that | will not forever be seeking that 
which | cannot have, yearning for unspeakable 


glory that no longer exists on this earth. 


Without thought or hesitation | take up the cup and walk 
towards the rising sun. There is a storm far out at 


sea, an iron-grey cloud that threatens the sun's dominion. | 
can see distant flashes of lightning as the squall 
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moves across the surface of the waters heading relentlessly 
for land. The water is choppy, storm driven 


whitecaps that assail the beach with violence and anger. 


The tide has come fully in and the beach upon which | was 
taken is subsumed under a murky green Sea. | 


stand for a moment, watching and waiting. High in the sky a 
bird circles once, twice and then sweeps away 


towards the clouds. The sharp scent of sea-salt blends with 
the sweet, ambrosial wine as | make my libation 


to the Master of the Storm and pour the wine of 
remembrance into the waves. 
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Rain 
By Lorne Rodman 
Damn, it was hot. 


Tuff didn't mind the heat so much. But when it came with a 
good three years of little to no rain and a short 


snowpack in the winter? It got a man down. 


He and Harry and Little Joe were out rounding up the last 
stragglers of old Mister Jameson's grazing herd, 


pushing them in to be sold to one of the feedlots where they 
might fatten up and make someone a nice 


hamburger. The old man was keeping a few hundred head of 
the good Beefmasters, but that was it. 


And Jameson was only keeping a few hands on, too. Tuff 
hoped to Hell he was one of them, but he knew 


after this round up there'd be another let go, so he didn't 
count on it. 


Wasn't no use dwelling on it. It was supper time and Tuff 
checked the tie line on the horses and gave them 


pellets while Little Joe warmed up last night's chili and 
cornbread. It was so fucking hot that he stayed away 


from even the tiny fire the little Coleman stove could 
produce until the last minute, waiting until Little Joe 


clanged a spoon against a pan and hollered, "Come and git 
it!" 


They all found a shady spot and sat out on their bedrolls, 
eating and talking, and they'd gotten to the point 


of playing rock-paper-scissors for clean up duty and smoking 
cigarettes when Little Joe swore. 


"Well I'll be fucked." 


Out of nowhere came an old Indian. The man's skin was 
dark and leathery, hair like beaten iron. He wore 


tattered rags and the wind blew his scent at them, fetid and 
dusty. His back was straight though, even 


though he was obviously looking for a hand out. 


Harry usually did their talking and Tuff sat back looking at 
the old man while Harry asked him what in 


Hell he wanted. Tuff grimaced. No sweet talker, old Harry, 
and none too fond of what he called "them 


damned drunken Indians". 


Dark eyes looked at them each in turn. "The land is old and 
still. She holds her bounty tight to her breast 


and will not part with it. | have not eaten in three days and | 
have hope you would be more generous than 


the great mother." The old Indian spoke slowly, deliberately. 


You had to admire the dignity of the request, even when you 
knew it was gonna get turned down. Wasn't 


no way Harry would let the old guy eat their leftovers. Tuff 
sighed, nodding to himself when Harry drew up 


like a puffy frog. 


"You get on out of here, old man. We ain't got nothing for 
you." 


"Just a few drops of water to keep an old man from passing 
into the lands of his ancestors." 


“Thought you people sent your old folks out into the 
wilderness to die when they got useless. No water to 


Spare." Little Joe spoke up, then spat, right at the man's 
feet. Christ on a crutch. 


"| have use yet and you should not waste your water on the 
parched earth. It will find as inhospitable a 


home as | have found here." The old man stood a little 
straighter, held his hands out to them. "I ask again for a 
drop of kindness, a bite that a dog would not miss. Surely 
you could find that in your hearts to give." 


"Yeah. Here. Have this." Oh, Lord. Harry picked up a clod of 
dirt and threw it at the old feller, hard 


enough it broke apart on the old trader blanket the man had 
wrapped around his shoulders. Now Tuff 


couldn't stand for that and he gave Harry a look. 
Myths 
135 


"You got no call, Harry. Sorry, Mister, but they're not gonna 
feed you, so you might as well move on." 


The dark eyes turned to him, seemed to look through him. 
"Perhaps your heart is not as closed to a fellow 


walker of the land." 


His ears and cheeks went hot as Harry and Little Joe both 
looked over at him, sneering and frowning in 


turn. Tuff just shook his head, holding out empty hands and 
shrugging, feeling like the worst kind of prick. 


Still, he wouldn't put it past Harry ‘specially to try and lose 
him his job if he helped. 


Those dark eyes never left his, even as they seemed to go 
dull with disappointment. "When I was just a boy 


| walked this land with my father. Our great mother was 
generous then, offering her bounty to all the 


children of Father Sky. We ate, we slept, we worked, we 
played. Then Brother Water's people spilled over 


the great mother and stole what she would give freely until 
there was no more. 


"Your hearts are made of stone." 


God, that was one Hell of a guilt trip. And it was well 
deserved, too, but Tuff just couldn't make himself 


move, even when Harry snorted and threw a rock this time, 
right at the old man's boots. 


"Git, you old bastard." 


The old man bent, the movements slow, it hurt just to 
watch. He picked up the stone and straightened just 


as Slowly, but all the way until his back was straight. "You 
cannot take water from a stone." 


"No but you can take blood from an Indian. Now go on." 
Harry and Little Joe both stood tall, hands 


clenched, and moved toward the old man, looking like they 
meant violence. 


The Indian didn't move, didn't even flinch. "You would hurt 
an unarmed man?" 


"We will if you don't move on, mister. You hard of hearing or 
something? We said go!" Harry was getting nasty, his face 
red in the dying sunlight. 


"Hope dies a hard death for she has nowhere to go." The old 
man didn't seem to understand that Harry was very serious. 


Like an enraged bull, Harry charged, shouting and striking 
out at the old guy with a haymaker that would 


surely clean the old fool's plow. The old guy staggered back, 
blood spouting from lip and nose. He stood 


there a moment longer, just looking and then turned and 
walked slowly away without a word. 


God. Tuff was up and in Harry's face before he even knew 
what was happening. "That was just plain 


wrong, Harry. He was just askin’. You had no cause. None at 
all." 


Harry just snorted and rubbed his knuckles, looking as self 
righteous as a man could. "He had no call 


begging. You're so sure | did wrong? You take him his fucking 
water, but it'll come out of your pay." 


"Well, then take it right out, because I'm going." 


Tuff was as good as his word, scooping up a bowl of chili and 
a hunk of bread, grabbing a bottle of water, 


too. He ignored Harry's rumbles and Little Joe's spitting and 
marched on out of camp, right over the hill 


where the old Indian had disappeared. Damn it, he'd stood 
there and let the man get hit and it made him 


sick in his belly. Least he could do was help out. 


He thought at first that he'd managed to miss the old man, 
slow as the guy'd been walking, he seemed to 


have disappeared. The wind carried the scent of him on it 
though and he rounded a copse of sagebrush, 


finding the old man in a patch of moonlight, singing softly to 
the sky. 
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It was like the guy was a throwback to an older time and 
Hell, maybe he was. Wasn't that long ago in the 


great scheme of things that white men came to this land. 
Tuff hated to interrupt, so he waited, but when the 


old feller wound down he cleared his throat. 


The Indian turned and looked straight at him, as if the old 
guy'd known he was there the whole time. 


Damn. That was unnerving. So were those dark eyes, so 
Sharp in that weathered face. Deep and ageless. The 


hair stood up on Tuff's neck, but he stepped right up 
anyway, Offering the food and water. 


"Uh. It ain't much, but | brought you some chili and bread, 
and some water. | sure am sorry Harry hit you. 


More sorry | didn't do nothin'." 


Time-worn hands took the bowl and bottle from him. "Thank 
you." The old man nodded to the ground 


and then sat in a smooth move that belied his age. 


Tuff sat too, feeling almost compelled, and not half as 
graceful. "Oh." He dug in his pocket and pulled out a 
handkerchief. "Here. For your nose." 


“Thank you, but it isn't necessarily." And sure enough, the 
bloodied face was already cleaned right up. 


"Oh." He stuffed the hankie away, wondering how the feller 
had done it with no water. Then he just kinda sat and 
watched the Indian eat. 


The old man ate slowly, methodically, even chewing the 
water, watching him right back. 


Made him twitchy, but it seemed rude to just up and leave 
when the guy had invited him to sit, and Tuff 


figured the Indian had suffered enough rudeness at a 
cowboy's hands for one night. He cast about for 


something to talk on, and finally blurted, "You got 
somewhere you're headed?" 


"Home." 


He patted his pockets for his cigarettes, remembering some 
long ago lesson from his momma that you 


always gave an Indian elder a gift of tobacco. Soon as the 
old man finished up his meal, Tuff offered one. "Is it far?" 


The old man nodded his thanks and leaned forward for him 
to light the cigarette. He took a puff, the 


smoke slowly curling from the dark lips. "Farther than | 
thought." 


Well, Hell. The old guy talked in riddles. "Not much out this 
way ‘cept old man Jameson's land, and some 


BLM rental. You live on the res you got a ways to go." 
"Maybe not so long as that." 


The moonlight and smoke were starting to play tricks on 
him, the old man's wrinkles seeming to smooth 


out as they spoke. 


Tuff looked at his own cigarette, stubbing it out a little more 
quickly than usual. "Oh, well. | uh. It's gonna get cold out 
here, even hot as it was today. If you want | could go get 
you a blanket." He was babbling, but he couldn't stop 
staring. 


"You would give me your own blanket?" Even the man's 
voice seemed to be changing, growing deeper, 


stronger. The fetid smell blew away on the wind, leaving 
behind a deep, musky sent. 


"I... sure. Ain't no way you're gonna get home, you catch 
your death of a cold." He just looked, those deep eyes 
catching him, drawing him. 
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He blinked, realizing the old man had changed, was now 
young and strong, muscles gleaming in the 


moonlight. And they were sitting on a pile of soft, warm furs. 


Wow. He was starting to wonder what the heck Little Joe had 
put in the chili. Maybe a few weird 


mushrooms. The guy looked like something out of a western 
movie, hair long and jet black, all that smooth 


Skin bare to the waist, and Tuff just stared. And stared. That 
was. Wow. 


"Lie with me." One hand was held out to him. 


"I'm not sure that's such a good idea..." Tuff heard his mouth 
saying it even as he took that big hand, the contact sending 
a jolt all the way to his toes. Pure brushfire lightning. 


The Indian turned his hand over, fingertips stroking his wrist 
and then his palm, up along to his fingertips. 


His breath caught, his fingers twitching involuntarily. "I 
don't... how?" 


"Surely the people of Brother Water know what pleasure is." 


Tuff chuckled, just a bare whisper of breath. "Yeah. | get that 
part." Hell, his cock got that part if nothing else. It throbbed 
with every touch of the Indian's fingers on his. 


“Then do not question the gift you are given." The Indian 
bent, blew into his palm. 


Well, then. Never let it be said he looked a gift horse in the 
mouth. Tuff moaned, his hips rising up off the 


furs, that hot breath on his hand feeling like a warm, humid 
breeze surrounding him, the very air thickening 


right up. 


The Indians dark fingers slid up his wrist along the inside of 
his arm, moving carefully, slowly, leaving the 


Skin behind tingling. Tuff shook under the touches, muscles 
in his belly jumping. His strength just seemed 


to leave him, and he sorta toppled back on the furs, looking 
up at the man, eyes still locked on that young, 


smooth face. 


Slowly, steadily, that face drew closer until their lips were all 
but touching, sharing breath. "Let go," 


whispered the Indian. 


Let go. Tuff wasn't sure of what, but he arched up, searching 
for that mouth, wanting it more than anything 


he'd wanted in his whole damned life. Warm lips met his, 
the Indian's mouth opening upon his. 


Oh. Oh, God. Tuff tasted that mouth, his tongue pushing, 
hands coming up to fist in that beautiful hair. 


His hips bucked, humping air, every nerve in his body on 
fire. 


The long body pressed against him, pressed him into the 
ground, his clothes torn away by the strong hands. 


Sometime soon he might mourn those jeans, but right then 
Tuff didn't care. All he could feel was sweet, hot 


skin, that mouth driving him crazy. He was whimpering, 
struggling to get closer, feeling like he was gonna 


die if he didn't. He was pressed into the ground, a hot, hard 
prick burning alongside his own. 


"Oh, Lord." Tuff spread his legs, heels digging into the 
ground, just begging for it. For more. Please. 


The Indian's fingers pressed at his mouth, three pushing in. 
What could he do but lick them, suck them like 


he was gonna get some sort of magic elixir there. The 
Indian's skin tasted like salt and earth and like the air 


after a storm. Tuff got those fingers good and wet, his eyes 
wanting to close with the pleasure, but staying 


open to see more, feel more. 
138 
Myths 


They pulled out slowly and moved down his body, leaving a 
wet trail that the dry wind cooled on his skin. 


He shivered, the touch making goosebumps rise up. Lord, 
lord, he had a feeling he knew what was coming 


and damned if he shouldn't be scared half to death, but oh, 
that touch felt so good. 


Sure enough those fingers kept going down, sliding along 
the side of his prick and moving on down south. 


Instinctively his body tightened, his legs trying to clamp 
together. That just wasn't natural, good as that 


touch felt. No matter what his cock thought about the whole 
thing. 


The Indian backed away, warmth leaving him. "You have 
changed your mind." 


"| just. Well, | ain't never done that." He wasn't sure what it 
was that had him blurting out that little truth, but it was the 
same thing that had him sitting up and reaching out. 
"Please." 


"What do you want?" 


He didn't want to ask. Didn't want to at all. But Tuff heard 
himself asking anyway. "I want you. | do. I'm 


just... it scares me a little." 


"| will not hurt you. That would be a poor repayment of your 
hospitality." 


Tuff looked hard at the feller, nodded, leaning forward to 
touch that smooth skin. "Then come back on 


over here." 


The Indian didn't ask if he was sure, just brought their lips 
together and slowly pushed him back against the 


furs. Moaning, Tuff let the touch of their bodies all along 
each other take him, let the incredible heat of the 


Indian's body warm him. He sure didn't know what it was 
about the man, but damn. Damn. 


For a long time they kissed and rubbed and then the warm 
fingers returned to his mouth, pushing in. This 


time he was even more eager, licking and sucking and 
getting those fingers good and wet before pushing 


them out of his mouth and right down his body. He was 
ready. 


One finger grazed the tip of his prick, his balls and then slid 
along the soft skin beyond, rubbing. Tuff 


gasped, his skin singing, muscles twitching. That felt like 
nothing he'd ever experienced. Like coming down 


straddle on an electric fence, only the pleasure outweighed 
the zing. He was making noises, too, he could 


hear ‘em but not stop 'em. They were shocking and loud, 
utterly uninhibited. 


Then he’d be damned if those fingers didn't just keep on 
going down, moving back until they were rubbing 


against him there. He'd said he was ready. He'd asked. Fuck 
if he wasn't begging now, hips rising, feet 


scrabbling. He was so ready for that touch. So open. 
Trusting his companion to be true to his word and not 


hurt him. 


A finger pushed at him, pressing, insistent and then sliding 
in. Those dark eyes gazed down at him, piercing 


him with their stare. He wasn't sure which shattered him 
more. That pressure, spreading him, or those 


fathomless eyes. Tuff just opened right up, belly and chest 
tight, muscles and tendons standing out. 


A second finger pushed into him, stretching his body. 


"Please." There that voice was, that thin, high pleading 
voice. Just didn't sound like him at all. Jesus. 


"Yes." The word was pressed against his lips and the fingers 
inside him disappeared. 


Tuff just thrashed, wondering how the man could say yes 
when he was taking his touch away. 


Then something hot and hard was pushing against him. So 
much bigger than those two fingers, so much 


hotter. 
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"Oh. Oh, oh, oh." That was almost more than he could 
stand. Tuff took it, took it all, his own cock 


Slapping his belly, all but forgotten until then. It hurt. It 
damn well burned. But it felt beyond good, too. 


Felt like he'd just explode with it. 


In and in and then suddenly something inside him was 
exploding, pleasure shooting through him. That was 


all he needed to start him moving, trying to get more, 
bearing down on the thick heat inside him. One of 


his hands went to his cock, the other clutching the Indian's 
shoulder like it was the only solid thing in his 


spinning world. The Indian drove the pace, that hard cock 
pushing into him over and over again. 


Those eyes. They told him stories of the old ones, of the God 
of the Mountain whose wounds were brought 


about by the white man, whose blood turned to rain and 
rained down among the people and who could 


even now produce rain when pleased. Those eyes told him 
all of that and more, but that thick cock told him 


of forgiveness, of pleasure brought by his kindness. 


Finally Tuff just couldn't take anymore in, not one bit, and he 
came so hard his ears rang, cock jerking in 


his hand, wet heat coming from him in huge spasms. Those 
watching eyes closed, the cry of an eagle filling 


the night sky as heat pushed deep inside him. 


The world grayed out around the edges, the feel of that 
thick flesh moving in him, releasing in him, just 


sending him over an edge he couldn't come back from 
easily. 


He was vaguely aware of the heat inside him pulling away, 
of a soft kiss brushing his lips, the wind 


whispering "thank you," in his ears. He thought he mumbled 
a "you're welcome" before he slipped off to sleep, dreaming 
of gods and Indian warriors and of epic battles that 
happened back when the land was 


young and he wasn't so much as a twinkle in his daddy's 
eye. 


He slept long and hard, and when he woke up he was in his 
bedroll, far away from Harry and Little Joe. 


Lord, what a dream. Must have been because of that old 
man. God, he'd felt sorry for what they did to him. 


Thunder rumbled in the distance and Tuff sat right up, his 
whole body protesting the move. Damn he was 


sore. All over. He looked up at the old sleeping Ute 
mountain, far in the distance, watching clouds billow 


down over it, seeing lightning flash. His eyes widened as his 
body twinged with delicious pain, sending a jolt 


to his cock. 
It couldn't be. Not in a million fucking years. 


But all the same as the clouds came on them in a rush and 
Harry and Little Joe woke up just a swearing, 


scrambling to get their boots on and get to the cattle, Tuff 
started to laugh. 


He laughed and laughed, turning his face up to the sky to 
catch the first drops of rain on his face and 


whispering his own thank you to the bringer of rain, who 
surely heard him. He would bet the ranch on it. 
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Cameron waited in the shadow of the keep, pressed up 
against the wall, until he was sure the night 


watchman had rounded the corner. He crouched low and 
scuttled quickly across the open courtyard to the 


small gate in the outer wall. He cringed as it squeaked, but 
ducked through quickly and, hearing no alarm 


raised to the sound of his exit, sighed in relief. 
Two floors above, Denman sneered. 


It was only a few minutes run from the gate to the grove. 
The night was warm and Cameron broke out into 


a light sweat as he sped down the path. He slowed only 
slightly when he got to the trees for fear of tripping 


over exposed roots. He paused once to make sure no one 
had followed him then turned to jog the rest of the 


way to the grove. Philetus was there, as always. Cameron 
never hesitated, only flung his arms about his lover 


and pressed his lips to the cold mouth. The broad stone 
back beneath his hands began to warm. There was a 


soft rustling sound as leathery wings wrapped around him. 
Warm breath passed over his lips in a sigh of 


contentment as the gargoyle once again came to life. 
Cameron was engulfed in a warm, powerful embrace. 


"My love," was the first phrase Philetus spoke, just as it had 
been every time, since the very first time Cameron had 
brought him to life. 


KKK 


They were tossing stones in the stream, as bored children 
will do, when Gerome told them that his older 


brother said there was a haunted grove in the woods. The 
other children jeered, saying everyone knew that. 


Even Cameron nodded his head and laughed. It wasn't really 
fair to make fun of Gerome. His family had 


just moved here from the other side of the river. He couldn't 
have known. But it didn't stop them. 


"Have you seen it?" Gerome asked. 


One of the girls looked at him in shock. Everyone else 
looked at him as if he was an idiot. 


“Of course not," Bliss scoffed. "No one goes there. It's 
haunted. That mage from Upper Breck even told me so." 
She was nine and thought she knew everything. Cameron 
didn't really like her very much. She was 


bossy and her voice sounded like the mill wheel when it was 
caught on something. 


Everyone nodded their heads except Ewert. "I've seen it," 
he said quietly. He was instantly the center of attention. The 
others accused him of lying. "No, | really have," he insisted. 
"This winter when Mama was looking for moss she took me 
to help with the baskets. Mama pointed it out to me and told 
me to never go 


there. | could even see it a little bit. Mama says there's 
something in there. | thought | saw it, too. It's big 


and black with wings." He spoke with the sincerity of a 
seven-year-old who had 'seen things’. 


The debate raged among the gathered youngsters over the 
truth of this for several minutes. In the end, they 


decided it required an expedition to prove. 


Forty minutes later they could see the opening in the trees 
ahead of them that had to be the grove. The 


chattering, joking, and teasing of Ewert had all ended. The 
forest had taken on a sinister air. It seemed 


darker than ever before and some of the younger children 
were starting to look longingly back the way 


they'd come. Now Ewert was standing there looking justified 
and ready for his due adulation. 


"Well, go on," Cameron urged. "We want to see the thing." 


That got Ewert off his high horse. Soon everyone had joined 
in the challenge. 


"All right," Ewert finally agreed. He poked Cameron in the 
chest. "But you're coming in front with me." 
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Cameron hadn't bargained on that bit, but he couldn't back 
down from a challenge. He was Lord 


Sigmund's son and had a reputation to uphold. "Fine," he 
answered, his chin raised and his fists on his hips. 


"I'm not afraid." 


The closer they got to the grove, the more fearful Cameron 
became. The woods were too quiet. The 


branches of the trees overhead seemed to come to life and 
be reaching down for them. The brush seemed 


thicker and Cameron was sure he could hear something 
rustling within it. He could tell Ewert was scared, 


too. He kept wiping his hand on his pant legs. Twice they 
looked at each other and Cameron had to fight 


not to turn back, but they couldn't lose face in front of the 
others. They finally reached the edge of the 


grove. 
"Is that it?" Cameron asked, trying to delay going forward. 
"Yeah, that's it," Ewert answered, just standing there. 


Behind them, the others started pushing and calling them 
cowards in low voices. That was all it took for 


either of them to take the last few steps out into the open. 
Once there, it didn't take any searching to find 


what made everyone think the grove was haunted. Two of 
the girls squealed and ran back followed by one 


of the boys. If Cameron hadn't been in the front, with a 
reputation to uphold, he might have run too. 


There at the far side of the grove was a statue, a very 
realistic statue. It looked like a fierce man with wings, some 
sort of monster, squatting down on a large pedestal. 
Cameron slowly moved closer. He was fascinated. 


Behind him, he heard Bliss tell him to stop, but he went on 
anyway. He could tell that at least one of the 


others was following him. 


The statue looked the same size as a man, maybe even as 
big as his father. The face might have been 


handsome if it weren't for the angry eyes and fangs in the 
slightly open mouth. The wings were enormous. 


They didn't have feathers like a bird. He thought that must 
be what dragon wings were like. The thing was 


crouched with its knees spread and one arm straight down 
between them, the other clutching a staff. There 


were claws on the ends of the fingers and toes. But what 
held his undivided attention was the huge, erect, 


stone penis sticking up vulgarly. 


Cameron stood there in awe. He could feel the others 
moving up behind him quietly. One of the girls 


started giggling and someone else whispered something 
rude. That was all it took to break the spell and 


Cameron found himself laughing too. They explored around 
the statue for a while and the grove a bit 


longer. When it was time to leave, they swore each other to 
secrecy. 


"If our parents find out, they'll think we've been cursed," 
Bliss told the younger ones. "Then they'll take us to the 
mage in Upper Breck and he'll give us nasty things to drink." 
She knew these things since she'd had 


to go do just that a couple of years before. 


Thus began Cameron's love affair with Philetus. Of course, it 
wasn't love then. An eight-year-old boy 


doesn't understand such things. Nor did he know the object 
of his fascination had a name, or even life. But 


it had begun nonetheless. 


The children sometimes came back to play in the grove and 
taunt the horrible statue. They didn't come very 


often because their parents would surely catch on and that 
would be the end of their secret adventures. Then 


one day the daring began. Cameron had been teasing one 
of the younger children about still being afraid to 


come with them. 


"If you're so brave, why don't you go touch it," the boy 
challenged. 


Everyone soon forgot the boy's timidity and focused on 
daring Cameron to touch the statue. First Cameron 


scoffed. Then he made excuses. When they started calling 
him a coward he stood up to his full, if not yet 


impressive, height and marched over to the statue and 
stood in front of one of its knees. His face was grim, 
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his jaw set and his eyes narrowed. He was honor bound to 
prove them wrong. There was not a sound in the 


grove. The other children held their breath and even the 
insects seemed still. He would not embarrass his 


father by showing fear. Cautiously, he reached out his hand 
but paused inches away from the stone. He 


looked back over his shoulder to confirm that everyone was 
still watching. When he turned back around, he 


leaned forward and pressed his whole hand against the 
stone knee. 


Nothing happened. There was no flurry of dark magic, no 
monsters, not even a swarm of gnats. He'd 


touched it and nothing had happened. He turned around 
and smiled at his cohorts. 


This was when Cameron's solo visits began. He would sneak 
away occasionally when no one was looking. 


Sometimes he would just sit in front of the statue, his ankles 
crossed and his knees pulled up. He'd look up 


into the face and wonder. Why was the statue here? Who 
made it? Was it a monster frozen by the sun like a 


troll? Was it a god that someone had worshiped, maybe with 
human sacrifices? Sometimes he would touch 


the creature. He ran his hands over the enormous wings, 
the broad back and the massive legs. Once, when 


he was 13, he even touched the fangs that showed through 
the partially open mouth. But never, ever did he 


touch -- that other part. 


His childish imagination came up with ever more wondrous 
tales about the statue's origin the older he got. 


He also became more and more obsessed. By the time he 
was a young man, he was convinced that there was 


some tragic story behind the gargoyle, as he'd found out 
such creatures were called. First, he was sure that 


some hero had slain the beast to save his maiden love and 
the townsfolk had erected the statue in honor of 


the event. But the older he got the more he thought that 
perhaps the creature hadn't been the evil one. 


When Cameron was almost a man, a dark young man came 
to live at the keep. His name was Denman and 


he claimed to be a mage. There hadn't been a mage in this 
part of the world in ages. Cameron's father 


thought himself quite blessed and offered the young man a 
place in his household. Denman was thin and 


his face was long and pointy; his personality was foul and he 
looked down on everyone as if they were 


something he'd scraped from a horse's hoof. He threatened 
to curse or withhold aid from anyone who dared 


cross him. Lord Sigmund's people didn't like him at all. 


Cameron by now was the perfect image of a young hero. His 
body was well made and promised to be broad 


and strong. His face was handsome and most everyone 
admired him. He was kind to others and always, 


always brave. Cameron, unlike so many others, wasn't 
afraid of Denman's claims of magic power. Denman 


was jealous of Cameron and went out of his way to get the 
young man into trouble. 


Cameron had taken to sitting at the foot of the statue, 
leaning against it, telling it his various theories of 


how it had come to be or of his troubles with Denman or his 
latest disagreement with his parents. The first 


time he kissed a girl, he told his silent friend. While talking, 
he would reach out and run his hands down a 


stone calf or over a knee. One day he looked up at the 
statue and the part that had fascinated but terrified 


him from the beginning. Ever so slowly, he reached up and 
touched just the tip of his finger to the tip of the 


gargoyle's cock. The world didn't end. The Earth didn't open 
to swallow him up. He took the tip of his 


finger and ran it down, down, down until it rested between 
the two stone testicles. 


He didn't go back to the grove for many days. Denman had 
started following him. At least that was the 


reason he gave to the gargoyle when he finally showed up 
one moonlit night. His visits became less frequent 


and solely nocturnal. What would his father think if he knew 
his son was touching a statue in the manner of 


a lover? 


Denman cornered him one afternoon and pressed him 
against the kitchen wall. When Cameron realized he 


was being kissed and that Denman's hand was under his 
tunic he panicked and shoved the young mage 


away. 
"Don't push me away, little lord," Denman warned him. 


Cameron wiped the back of his hand across his mouth and 
fled to find someone to spar with to work off his 


sudden energy. That night he told the gargoyle how it had 
felt like the kiss set his body on fire. It was 
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nothing like how it had felt to kiss girls. His voice shook and 
he huddled next to his silent friend trying to 


hide from this new knowledge. 


He tried other things with girls. Many were willing to 
experiment with him. He learned how to fondle 


breasts and kiss and suck. He laughed when the girls 
giggled. The first time his fingers touched a girl under 


her skirts he was disappointed to find it wet and soft. It 
made his fingers smell odd. And all the time his 


mind kept wandering to the forms of his sparring mates, the 
soldiers, the men in the fields, the smell of 


masculine sweat and the look of the statue in the grove. 


His father and mother and the entire keep celebrated the 
birthday when Cameron became a man. He sat at 


the high table, drank un-watered wine and was one of the 
first served. Denman sat below him and glared. 


Cameron's father announced they had selected a girl just a 
few leagues away to be his wife. 


That night Cameron cried at the feet of the gargoyle. How 
could he love a woman when he loved a silent 


statue? What would his father do when he found out? He 
didn't feel like a hero. 


"I wish you were real," he whispered as he stood up. "I 
wish...," he said as he closed his eyes and leaned forward to 
brush his lips across the cold stone mouth. "I wish you were 
my lover. | could wrap my arms 


around you and be held in return." He kissed the gargoyle 
again and rubbed his groin against the 


protruding tip of the stone prick. There was no one to 
witness his humiliating act. No reason not to 


fantasize. He rubbed until he could stand it no more. He 
pulled up his tunic and undid his trousers then 


took out his cock and began to stroke himself. The wind was 
chilly so he pressed closer to the statue. He 


looked into the lifeless eyes of his statue lover. 


"My fierce, protective, gentle lover," he whispered and 
kissed it again. He murmured endearments and 


wishes while pressed up against his silent partner. He held 
himself up with one arm about the gargoyle's 


neck. One hand stroked and squeezed his cock, all the while 
he imagined the hand belonged to another. 


The blood raced through his veins and throbbed in his hand. 
"Mine," he said and sealed his lips on the 


stone mouth as his seed sprayed the statue. 


Then he felt warmth under his hands and stone softening to 
Skin. He felt that first sigh of breath across his 


lips and opened his eyes. The gargoyle was looking back, 
not with his sculptured angry gaze but with 


intelligence and warmth. 


"My love," the creature said. "I've heard every word you 
have said to me. I've felt every touch," it continued and 
wrapped arms and wings about Cameron before kissing him 
again. It picked him up gently before 


stepping down off the pedestal and setting him down again. 


Cameron thought it must be a dream. He raised his arms 
and clung to the statue. Even Denman's kiss had 


been nothing like this. Denman had kissed with anger and it 
felt like a sort of battle. This, this kiss stole his breath and 
touched his heart with its gentle passion. In an instant, it 
persuaded him to give up everything. 


When their lips parted, Cameron felt dazed. He pulled back 
just enough to get a good look at whom he was 


kissing. It was the same statue that he had been visiting all 
these years, only now flesh and blood. The skin 


was dark compared to his own in the moonlight. The mouth 
was wide with full lips, the tips of fangs just 


showing. The dark eyes were large and wide, set well apart, 
the nose slightly broader than his own, the 


cheekbones high and strong. The body was smooth, almost 
hairless, the chest broad and arms strong. The 


wings, huge sails of bone and skin, unfurled behind the 
creature. 


"Who, what are you?" he asked. 


The creature chuckled; a deep resonant sound that sent 
delicious quivers through Cameron. It ran a hand 


slowly up and down Cameron's spine while holding him 
securely about the hips with the other one. "I'm 


Philetus. Once | was a mage. | was cursed into the form of a 
gargoyle. Now, | am yours." 
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"Oh," was all Cameron could think to respond. His eyes kept 
being drawn to Philetus' mouth. He leaned 


forward and pressed his lips against it again. Philetus held 
him tighter. Cameron carefully flicked his tongue 


against the fangs. They were sharp but not dangerously so. 
Philetus moaned and they kissed deeply. 


Gradually Cameron became aware that Philetus was still 
entirely naked and still very much erect. He froze, 


unsure of what to do. Philetus pulled back to look at him. 


"What's wrong, my love," he asked, brushing his fingers 
over Cameron's face. 


"I, I'm not sure what to do. You're...," he said, pulling his hips 
away ever so slightly. 


"Oh yes. | am..." Philetus said with a wicked smile. 


This frightened Cameron. He tensed and wondered if he 
could get away. 


"Shh, don't. | won't hurt you. | want you but | won't take 
anything you aren't willing to give. | am not 


Denman." 


Cameron relaxed somewhat. "You won't?" He knew that if 
Philetus wanted to, he wouldn't be able to do 


anything to stop him. 


"No, | won't. | only want what you wish to give me." Philetus 
Said. 


While they stood there talking, wrapped about each other, 
Cameron began to run his hands over Philetus. 


First up the neck to the perfectly smooth head. 
Something occurred to him. "Why were you cursed?" 


"Ah, that is not so long a story," Philetus began. He tilted his 
head to rub against Cameron's hand, his eyes closing 
Slightly. "I fell in love with another mage's apprentice. 
Unfortunately, he also fell in love with me. 


This did not please his master. We fought in this grove. He 
cursed me." 


Cameron's hands moved down to the broad shoulders. "You 
loved him?" 


Philetus focused on him, eyes dark and hooded. "Oh yes. He 
was beautiful, sweet, and brave. Like you." 


This startled Cameron but pleased him as well. "Did he sit at 
your feet after you were cursed?" he asked, his hands 
brushing across the broad chest. 


"Sometimes. He never discovered how to end the curse. 
Eventually he grew to love his master." 


Cameron paused in his explorations. "You don't seem upset 
about that." 


"| was then. But it was for the best. They grew old together. 
They took wives and had children but always 


loved each other. | eventually realized that seeing him 
happy was not so bad a thing." 


"Ah," Cameron answered. He reached up and hesitantly 
touched a wing. They were like a bat's wings he 


realized. "Then what happened?" 


"He grew old. His master died. He continued to visit me until 
his own death. One day | realized it had been 


longer than usual between his visits and knew that he must 
be dead. A few have visited me over the years 


but none regularly, until you," he said before leaning down 
to kiss Cameron again. 


Cameron smiled and pulled back to watch his hands smooth 
over the front of Philetus body. He didn't let 


his hands wander below the gargoyle's flat stomach but he 
couldn't seem to stop staring at the erection 


lifting up out of the mass of dark curls. 
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“Would you touch me?" Philetus asked. "I want you to," he 
said as he leaned forward to nuzzle Cameron's neck. "I'm 
dying to feel your hands wrapped around me, stroking me." 


"Uh, I, yes," Cameron answered. Cautiously he let one hand 
reach out and touch the tip. It was darker than the foreskin 
it was poking out of. He wrapped his hand loosely around 
the cock and stroked down, 


watching the foreskin pull back, then stroked back up. 
"Ah," Philetus sighed, closing his eyes. "It's been so long." 


Cameron's heart sped up as he thought about what he was 
doing and the reaction it was causing. He 


gripped a bit harder and stroked a couple more times. 
"Mmmm, that's even better," Philetus said. 
Cameron liked that. 


Philetus grabbed Cameron's hand and pulled it up to his 
face. "I want to come in your hand," he said. 


Cameron nodded, breathing rapidly now. 


Philetus licked Cameron's hand and wrapped it back around 
his cock. He kept his own hand in place over 


it, making Cameron grip harder than he had before. Philetus 
pumped his hips and every time their hands 


came to the tip of the cock, they stretched the foreskin up 
before thrusting through again. Philetus' other 


hand braced on Cameron's shoulder. They kissed hungrily. 
Behind Philetus, his wings unfurled with a snap. 


Philetus growled and lifted his head, breathing rapidly. 
Cameron could feel his hair move in the breeze 


created by the slow movements of the huge wings. He 
looked down, wanting to see Philetus come. 


The hand on his shoulder squeezed, the wings stopped in 
mid-beat and for the first time, someone else was 


coming all over Cameron's hand. He stared at it before 
wiping it on the bottom of his tunic. He looked up 


to see Philetus smiling down at him. Then his lips were 
captured in another long, deep kiss. 


“Let me return the favor?" Philetus asked, one hand lightly 
touching Cameron's hip. 


"Ye-es," Cameron answered, realizing he was hard again. 


Then he was kissed again before he was pulled into Philetus' 
hip for balance, a strong arm wrapped around 


his back. There was a hand in front of his face and it took a 
moment to figure out what for. Philetus 


chuckled again. Cameron grabbed the hand and licked it 
Sloppily. The hand disappeared from his view and 


wrapped around his cock. He grabbed Philetus' broad 
shoulders and held on for dear life. Philetus kissed his 


neck, ear, and jaw. All the while Cameron was lost in the 
sensation of another man's hand touching him, 


there, different than the girls who had touched him. A man 
knew what felt best. He heard a pathetic 


gasping whimper and vaguely knew it had come from 
himself. 


"That's it, my love," Philetus encouraged. "Let go. Trust me." 
Cameron couldn't think. It just felt so good. 


"You are so lovely in abandon," Philetus whispered to him. 


Cameron could smell the sharp scent of the gargoyle's skin. 
He began thrusting his hips fast and hard. The 


hand around his cock squeezed, released, and kept 
pumping. Philetus was nibbling at his throat and all he 


could think to do was lean backward and offer it to his lover. 


"Mmmm, so good," Philetus said, licking the offered flesh. 
"Come for me, love," he commanded. 
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And Cameron thought that was a marvelous idea. A few 
more thrusts and with a sharp little gasp, Cameron 


came. His hips pumped until the contact with Philetus' hand 
became too much. Cameron watched as 


Philetus licked his hand clean. Cameron had never thought 
to do something like that. Philetus straightened 


out Cameron's clothes and kissed him again. 
“Thank you," the gargoyle said. 
"Thank you," Cameron managed to respond. 


They held each other some more before Philetus sighed 
wearily. "I must return to my perch." 


"What? But you're alive now. You could come with me. We 
could leave this place." 


"I'm sorry, my love. | can't leave this grove. | must stay until 
the curse is fully broken." 


"How do | break it? I'll do it now." 


"| can't say," Philetus answered, stroking Cameron's face. 
"But every time you kiss me | will come to life. | will love you 
but must return to my cursed form before dawn." 


They parted then, Cameron not wanting to watch the 
transformation back into stone. 


Almost every night after that, Cameron fled to the grove. No 
one questioned him about his new habit of 


sleeping late or napping during the day or the fact that he 
stopped spending time with the girls of the keep. 


Every night, he kissed the stone mouth and felt those first 
words breathed across his lips. 


With Philetus he learned more about loving than he ever 
thought possible. Mouths could bring pleasure 


beyond kissing. Fingers and tongues could be used for 
things that made Cameron see stars. He still could 


not quite get over the fact that such a formidable looking 
creature could be such a caring lover. He always 


left well before dawn. 


One evening, before he left, Philetus told him to bring some 
butter or grease from the kitchen the next time 


he visited. The night he stole the butter Cameron gave up 
everything to Philetus. They lay on the ground 


slowly arousing each other. Then Philetus used his tongue to 
relax Cameron's hole. 


"Put some grease on your fingers. | need you to stretch 
yourself for me," Philetus instructed. 


The gargoyle murmured encouraging words, telling him how 
beautiful he looked, how much he was 


desired. When Cameron was ready, he lifted his legs and 
hooked his ankles on Philetus' shoulders. His 


world narrowed to the feeling of his lover's cock breaching 
him for the first time. When Philetus was finally 


sheathed, he leaned forward forcing Cameron's legs back to 
his chest. The gargoyle braced himself above 


Cameron and slowly pulled out until all that was left inside 
was the head of his cock. Cameron opened his 


eyes to see why his lover had stopped. Philetus smiled and 
dipped his head for a quick kiss. 


"That's better. | want you to look at me while I take you." He 
pushed his cock back in just as slowly as he had pulled it 
out. "| want you to see how you make me feel." 


With that, Philetus began fucking, deep thrusts, not too fast 
but a steady rhythm. The gargoyle's eyes were 


partially closed, his mouth open, breath hissing past pointed 
teeth. Cameron grasped his lover's arms to 


hold himself in place and groaned as he tried to move to 
meet each thrust. Philetus' wings furled and 


unfurled in time with his pumping. It felt so good to be 
pinned and filled by this amazing creature. As 


Philetus sped up, his balls slapping against Cameron's ass, 
Cameron got lost in the sensation. He wanted to 


touch himself but knew if he let go Philetus would shove him 
across the ground. Suddenly Philetus began 


thrusting shallowly, gnashed his teeth and growled. 
Cameron felt his lover's cock pulse and knew that he 


had come. Almost immediately Philetus reached down to 
bring Cameron off, still thrusting as much as he 
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could before he softened. It was too much sensation and 
Cameron came with a soft cry. They stayed like 


that until Cameron felt the ache in his legs and began to 
squirm. 


The next day he found it hard to walk without limping or sit 
without wincing. His father asked if he was 


feeling well but he brushed it off as having pulled a muscle 
the day before. Only Denman looked at him as if 


he was lying. 


Over the next several weeks, Cameron found himself 
running into Denman constantly in the evenings. He 


feared Denman suspected something. He tried to be 
nonchalant about it; pretending not to notice Denman 


while being more careful about his nightly absences. 


One morning he awoke to find Denman sitting on the edge 
of his bed. He sat up quickly and reached for 


the dagger he kept under his pillow, only to see Denman 
playing with it. 


"I Know you have a lover," the dark man informed him. "I 
know you sneak away to meet him." 


Cameron tried not to show his concern. "You are mistaken." 
He was sure that Denman didn't know the 


truth. The mage was simply using what little he did know to 
play on Cameron's fears of discovery. 


"No, I'm not. I've asked about and it seems the ladies are 
missing your attentions, yet you disappear in the evenings 
and frankly look well fucked, upon occasions you have 
difficulty sitting and | remember your 


reaction when | kissed you. | have no doubt it is a man." 
"Get out of my room," Cameron ordered. 


Denman smiled his evil little smile and tilted the knife so it 
was pointing at Cameron. "No, | rather think 


not. You see, since | know your secret, you will have to give 
me reason not to reveal it." 


"What do you mean?" Cameron asked although he had no 
doubt what Denman had in mind. 


Denman just flicked the knife and crawled across the bed 
until he was right in Cameron's face. Cameron 


never flinched. 


"You know exactly what | mean. Now be good," he said as 
he bent to steal a kiss. 


Cameron didn't dare fight with that knife so close to his 
face, but he didn't have to give anything to 


Denman. His passivity seemed to just make the man 
angrier. 


"| wanted you first," Denman said and grabbed Cameron by 
the throat. "Now, I'm going to get a taste of what you have 
given to another." He flung Cameron down on the bed and 
pulled his nightshirt up. He 


opened his own trousers and lay on top of Cameron. 
Denman kissed him viciously and ground his erection 


into Cameron's unresponsive groin. Cameron wanted to yell 
or fight but didn't dare just yet. He lay there, 


trying not to react. Denman continued to hump him like a 
rutting animal and spew insults. Cameron could 


see the knife out of the corner of his eye. The closer 
Denman got to orgasm, the less he controlled the 


weapon. When the fingers clenched and relaxed, Cameron 
grabbed the knife and had it pointed right at 


Denman's eye. The dark man froze and Cameron threw him 
onto the floor. 


"Get out of my room you filthy...." he began. "Get out before 
| kill you." 


"You'll regret this, Cameron," Denman said. 


Cameron jumped out of bed and brandished the knife. "I 
said get out!" 


Denman scrambled out of the room pulling his trousers up. 
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Philetus was angry and worried when Cameron told him 
what had happened. He raged for an hour, telling 


Cameron what he would do to Denman if he could only 
leave the grove. Finally, he admonished Cameron 


to be much more careful of his visits and even suggested 
that they forgo them for a short time. 


Cameron would have none of that. He needed Philetus more 
than anything. In the end, he promised to be 


especially careful. 


He didn't notice Denman watching from above as he snuck 
out of the keep one night. The evening after 


that he didn't notice the form in the shadows outside the 
gate that watched him enter the forest. It took 


four nights for Denman to find Cameron's destination, each 
night he watched without following. The next 


night he would wait further along Cameron's path. When he 
finally found the destination, he went 


immediately to Lord Sigmund. The 5th night, Denman, Lord 
Sigmund and his adviser hid in the shadows 


of the grove and observed. 


The following morning Lord Sigmund and Denman observed 
as four soldiers dragged Cameron from his 


bed, bound him and marched him to the grove, still in his 
nightshirt. His father would not look at him nor 


answer his frantic questions. Denman just looked smug. 
When Cameron saw the wood piled high around 


the gargoyle, he began to struggle. His father had him 
gagged and his legs bound as well. 


"I'm sorry, my son. But you have been bewitched. You must 
watch as we destroy this demon. Then you will 


be free," his father told him. The old man nodded to 
Denman. "We've been told it's the only way." 


Denman leaned close. "This is all your fault, you know. You 
never should have denied me." 


Cameron tried to strike Denman with his shoulder but was 
pushed to his knees. 


Cameron felt tears running down his face as one of the men 
walked around the statue, lighting the fire. He 


tried to get up but the soldiers held him down. When the 
flames licked up Philetus' body, he tried to scream 


in protest. It took ages for the entire statue to heat. By the 
time the stone was reddening, he was silent again. 


His heart felt cold and hard inside. He would never forgive 
them for this. 


When the first soldier swung his mallet, Cameron turned his 
head away, only to have Denman force his face 


back around. 


"Oh no, little lord. You must see what the consequences of 
your actions are." 


Long fissures appeared in the body. They expanded and 
crisscrossed, spreading over the entire thing. The 


hammers struck repeatedly. Cameron's heart beat violently 
within his chest. The wings shattered and fell. 


Cameron sagged in defeat. 


Suddenly the flames went out as if smothered. They all 
stared at the gargoyle. His father signaled one of the 


men to re-light the pile. Just then, the statue quivered. The 
stone fell away and a man stood up calmly and 


spread his arms wide as he took a deep breath. It was 
Philetus. 


This was the first time Cameron had seen him in anything 
more than moonlight. His skin was a dark 


burnished bronze; his hair and eyes pitch black. He was 
broad, tall, and handsome beyond all reasoning. 


Cameron began struggling again. Philetus looked at him and 
smiled broadly. 


"My love," he said, his deep voice carrying. "Don't worry. | 
Shall free you in a moment. First | must deal with these 
others." Philetus turned to look at Denman and glared. 


Denman turned to run. 


"Come back, mighty mage," Philetus called. Then he leaned 
on his staff and spoke words that Cameron 


didn't understand. When Denman reached the edge of the 
grove, the trees bent and caught him in their 


branches. 
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"Leave me be, demon," Denman screamed as he was 
bound. 


Philetus looked at the guards. "Leave us." They hesitated for 
only a moment before fleeing. 


Next, Philetus looked at Lord Sigmund. Cameron's father 
drew himself up, placed his hand on his sword 


and stood firm. "Be gone, demon. Leave my son in peace." 


Philetus stepped down off the pedestal and Lord Sigmund 
stepped in front of his son and drew his sword. "I 


said leave my son in peace, demon." 


"I am no demon, Lord Sigmund," he said and looked at the 
other man. "I am a mage and, unlike that fakir over there," 
he said, pointing to where Denman struggled violently, "a 
rather good one. But no demon." He took a step toward 
Cameron. 


"You have bewitched him but I will not allow you to do him 
further harm," Lord Sigmund said. Behind 


him, Cameron struggled to get to his knees. 


"You annoy me, Lord Sigmund. You are the one who brought 
your son here to watch his lover destroyed." 


With a sneer, Philetus waved one hand and spoke some 
words. Lord Sigmund's sword fell to the ground 


and the lord was knocked backward. 


Philetus walked over to Cameron. His expression softened as 
he reached out to pull off the gag and softly 


stroke his lover's face. 


"Philetus," Cameron said. He closed his eyes and leaned into 
the touch. "I thought you would be 


destroyed." 


"No, only finally freed." Philetus stroked Cameron's cheek 
with the back of one claw. "Do | still please you by the light 
of day?" 


"You please me greatly. You are stunning, absolutely 
breathtaking. But my father?" 


"He's is only stunned. We shall revive him and try to 
convince him that |I am a much better choice for his 


staff than that conniving brute." 


They woke Lord Sigmund, but Cameron kept hold of his 
father's sword. When the lord would have denied 


Philetus further, the mage directed their attention to 
Denman. Before their eyes, the false mage began to 


writhe and scream in agony. When they moved closer, they 
could hear bones snapping and see his body 


contorting. His face elongated, his body shrank and fur 
sprouted from his skin. Soon the screaming 


devolved into exhausted moaning. Finally, all that was left 
was a small dark fox, which whined and crawled 


off into the bushes. 
"Will he die," Cameron asked. 


"Not by my hand," Philetus answered. "He is simply 
exhausted from the transformation." Then he turned to Lord 
Sigmund. "So, my lord, it appears you have need of a mage. 
Might | offer you my services?" 


Lord Sigmund turned from where he had been watching the 
fox slink away. "I fear it would be unwise of 


me to deny you." 


Philetus smiled. "I make a much better ally than enemy, my 
lord." Then he pulled Cameron closer. "You have nothing to 
fear from me." 


They walked back to the keep where a good portion of the 
people had gathered after the soldiers had 


returned. Lord Sigmund introduced his new mage who never 
let go of Cameron. There would be difficult 
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times ahead but they would manage. Cameron was a hero 
in the making and Philetus was a power in his 


own right. It might not be happily ever after but it would be 
close. 
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